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ABSTRACT
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Unreasonable Creatures: Architecture & (Bad) Behaviour 
presents an investigation into the epistemological 
processes of (an) architectural practice; both a practice 
(a firm) and practice (a way of working). It presents these 
processes not by explication, but by a staging of one of 
the key concerns with which that practice engages, the 
unreasonable; that which cannot be reduced to reason. 
This presentation operates through two similar but distinct 
modes: an openly navigable Prezi (online), and a matrix of 
projects arranged in the form of a document; both might 
be thought of as maps. In the former, the extended plane 
of the Prezi interface offers a surface through which the 
work can be navigated. The lack of orientation (signage) 
here is deliberate, encouraging a wandering through image 
and text fragments, allowing an unpicking through zooming, 
panning and scanning of moments within the field; the pre-
formatted presentation sequence provides just one staged 
‘passage’ through this field. The latter, the matrix, stages 
a similar wandering, but is aware of the limits of digital 
zoom and resolution; it presents material in a manner that 
intentionally equates text and image and explores their 
respective (il)legibilities. 

Both underlying ‘maps’ (field and matrix) are composed of 
extracts from the author’s PhD thesis, earlier texts, and 
project images. Their arrangement is based on the interplay 
of these different modes as visual content, accepting 
that parts of the text act as supplementary fallout. The 
text passages within do not constitute a continuous text 
to be read as a whole, but rather stage intersections and 
oppositions between the modes of image and text. The 
overlap of discarded, cut and edited texts reveals (visually) 
those phrases, thoughts, insights that persist. Pieces are 
identified, relationships traced, and connections made by 
a revelation through overlapping and juxtaposing imagings. 
Visuality (imaging) leads reasoning.

This revelation through forms of visuality enacts one of the 
core concerns developed through the projects documented 
within, namely: how to provoke the emergence of novel 
types of space through the staged opposition between 
conditions, be it the architectural object and its ground, 
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act, or—as 
in this case—between text and image. In these oppositions 
there is a necessary engagement with ‘unreasonable’ 
thought or behaviours. The projects contained within 
develop an approach to architectural design in which these 
oppositions (confrontations) and the unreasonable are 
understood as constructive pathways towards developing 
the performative potential of design, to inform the site-
related production of architectural character and space.
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Director for Architecture at the University of Adelaide. He 
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at the ‘Angewandte’ - University for Applied Arts Vienna - 
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process, revealing strategies that facilitate the poetics of 
architecture within a professional discourse dominated by 
expectations of quantifiable performance. His design works 
have been shown at the Architectural Biennale Venice, the 
AEDES Architecture Gallery Berlin and the FRAC Centre 
Orléans. He leads practice-based research at the School of 
Architecture and Built Environment.
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background  54 prologue

Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my
architectural practice. Themes discussed include the
emergence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with
‘unreasonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented
here documents an approach to architectural design in
which these oppositions (confrontations) and the
unreasonable are understood as constructive pathways
towards developing the performative potential of designs
that tap into local histories and voices, including those of
the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself and the
ground it sits upon – to inform the site-related production
of architectural character and space. In doing so, the work
offers encouragement to accept the usefulness and validity
of the unreasonable in architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within

T hrough this research I seek to investigate the role of
the unreasonable in my design process and under-
stand the strategies I deploy to facilitate the poetic as-

pects of architecture and the emergence of space. I will lay
out the conditioning of my spatial intelligence1 in regard to
my personal and professional background, and relate it to
the influences of my peers and mentors. Unfolding the
characteristics of my practice the work will undergo three
steps of reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of
the past work I have done, testing the gained insights
against more recent designs, and, finally, speculating about
subsequent ramifications for future work, both for myself
and others. Working between Austria and Australia added
another duality to the alternating roles within practice-
based research of being both the observer and the observed. 

It was expected that the overlay of three different duali-
ties – practice / research, observer / observed,  Austria / Aus-
tralia - would allow me to discern blind spots in the
everyday practice of my work. A key aspect of my practice is
the continuous reworking of the same topics under changed
circumstances. Themes to be discussed include the emer-
gence of space from a staged opposition between the archi-
tectural object and the site, and the relationship between
intuitive and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both of
these there is a necessary engagement with forms of ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought, action or behaviours. Although this de-
sign research develops around my own specific approaches
and handlings, I believe that the insights gained through
this PhD will be of value to the wider community of de-
signers as they address issues, values and questions inherent
to contemporary design and the production of architecture. 

The main focus of my reflections will be the architec-
tural work I produced since graduating from the masterclass
of Wolf D. Prix at the University for Applied Arts Vienna in

introduction

2000. The working title of my PhD Little Creatures - or ar-
chitecture as chemistry related to the morphological quality
of architectural bodies that utilise the site as a stage in order
to negotiate space. Two different dialogues have informed
the interrogation documented here. One is a series of inter-
views conducted by my colleague Nell Anglae. Some frag-
ments of the interviews have remained in this document.
The other are my presentations at the RMIT Practice Re-
search Seminars, where my work and preliminary findings
were critiqued by colleagues. Transcripts of both have
formed the point of departure for this catalogue, which it-
self became a third layer of analysis.

Prologue covers the non-architectural backdrop from
which my spatial intelligence developed. It concerns aspects
of my family background as well as my studies in Visual
Communication Design which both influence the manner
in which I work today. Coinage looks at my architectural
upbringing, working at Coop Himmelb(l)au, studying in
the masterclass of Wolf D. Prix, and the wider Austrian de-
sign-community. The following two chapters defoliate the
choreography of my design process. Modes interrogates the
two antagonistic strategies of assessment – intuitive and an-
alytic – that accompany the conception of my work. Agents
examines this process from the perspective of its main pro-
tagonist – character, ground, void – and follows their differ-
ent stages of their development. Cases reflects on three
different projects that were done within this PhD, exempli-
fying the discussions and insights from the previous chap-
ters. Conclusion subsumes ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ I design
the way I do, and highlights the implications that arise from
this research.

1 with reference to the work of Leon van

Schaik, see: van Schaik, Spatial Intelligence:

New Futures for Architecture.

process diagram | a mediated conflict between the object and the ground - photo: Peter Whyte

Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my ar-
chitectural practice. Themes discussed include the emer-
gence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented here
documents an approach to architectural design in which
these oppositions (confrontations) and the unreasonable are
understood as constructive pathways towards developing
the performative potential of designs that tap into local his-
tories and voices, including those of the seemingly inani-
mate – the architecture itself and the ground it sits upon –
to inform the site-related production of architectural char-
acter and space. In doing so, the work offers encouragement
to accept the usefulness and validity of the unreasonable in
architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within
a discourse whose evaluation parameters predominantly
involve reason. By examining my own work and that of
other designers, I will show how relinquishing control and
harnessing seemingly illogical actions can become tools in
fostering the emergence of new ideas and solutions in an
otherwise highly regimented environment. The context of
my design work is set by the relationships between existing
fabrics and a secondary layer of architectural form, whose
investigation contributes to the discourse on sensible
models of urban growth, unfolding strategies for retrofit,
additions and densification. The work not only explores
how the interests of multiple custodians and stakeholders
are accommodated, but also examines the architect’s
responsibility to find even more histories and voices to
actualise unrecognised potentials and desires. In doing so,

the work offers a critique on the simplistic appropriation of
modernity in architecture while also raising debates about
the values pursued in design approval processes and the
ways in which site relatedness is both produced and judged. 

The inquiry is carried out through design projects and is
reciprocally influenced by text-based observations.
Accordingly, the findings are communicated in the language
of the discipline – drawings, renders, photographs – and
accompanied by a written exegesis. The introspective
analysis of my architectural work and the in-depth
description of the creative processes steering it offer a
critical perspective on my own work in relation to that of
other designers and architects. Unfolding the characteristics
of my practice, the investigation underwent three steps of
reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of past
work, testing the gained insights against projects that are
currently in production and finally speculating about the
ramifications of this research for future design works. 

The research investigates how unreasonable processes
contribute to architectural production when balanced with
intellectual synthesis. Other dualities include working
between Austria and Australia, and the alternating roles
occupied within the practice-based research of being both
the observer and the observed. It was expected that the
overlay of these three different dualities – unreasonable
versus analytic, observer versus observed, Austria versus
Australia – would allow me to discern the blind spots in my
practice and unfold insights that are of value to the wider
community, addressing issues, values and questions inherent

Projects | Uralla Court 

Uralla Court - north east | lifted mass and ground reaction - image: Daniel Kerbler Uralla Court - interior | inserted volumes hover above the upper floor level - image: Daniel Kerbler

Agents | space

Uralla Court - sketch model, Blackwood, SA 2004

Interrogating the way in which different forms of space
materialize in response to separating the architectural
object from the ground. This is discussed in relation to
my coinage and the processes I employ to sense and cul-
tivate the mysterious nature of space.

L ifting the object differentiates it from the ground and
establishes the character as an independent entity. The
move creates a void that bears the potential to become

space. Leaving the object hovering and not touching the
ground follows a choreography that is only slightly altered
from project to project. Over the years this has resulted in a
formal language that discusses the placement of objects in
relation to each other and the ground. Lifting the mass has
a clear relationship to Coop Himmelb(l)au. The picture of
the leaping whale is a brand-mark that many of Wolf D.
Prix’s students carry. The image, in conjunction with Prix’s
quotations from Moby Dick1, epitomizes the essence of
man’s struggle with the elements, which transcends into the
“irrational battle against gravity.”2 This battle is continuous
in the lineage of Austrian Expressionism as the “expression
of the human struggle against the powers of fate.”3 The
photograph of a whale lifting himself up, out of the water
and into the air, proves that gravity can be overcome, even if
just for a moment and with great effort. Effort is actually
the point, as it is about overcoming one’s own weight, one’s
self. The mantra of the leaping whale has been repeated
again and again, so that one should not lose faith that it is
possible. If the whale can do it, then we can do it, if we are
prepared to overcome ourselves and invest into the effort.
Wolf D. Prix set this up as a goal, and we are all trying to
prove ourselves.

However, lifting the mass is not an invention of Coop Him-
melb(l)au. “Like all architects everywhere, Coop

Himmelb(l)au loves to wrestle with Newton’s gravity, archi-
tecture’s best friend.” 4 Friedrich Kiessler’s city in space
(1925) 5 is a visionary model for a city hovering above the
ground, (relating to El Lissitzky’s sky hooks from 1924)
which could be described as the Austrian founding moment
for the desire to counteract gravity. Dieter Bogner points
out that the motif of hovering is also present in Kiessler’s
Nucleus house (1931), the Space house (1933) and early ver-
sions of the Endless house, which is lifted up from the
ground by columns.6 Constant Nieuwenhuys lifts up an en-
tire city for the New Babylon project (1950-1960), Hans
Hollein proposes Superstructures above Vienna (1960) and a
Communication-interchange City (1963), both hovering
above existing cities. And while Günther Zamp Kelp (Ar-
chitecture School, 1965), Laurids Ortner (47. Stadt, 1966)
and Wolf D. Prix (Wohnhausanlage,1966) propose the de-
tachment from the ground in their student work, Lina Bo
Bardi already realises the lift with her Sao Paulo Art mu-
seum (1968), hovering above a public plaza and being sus-
pended from two massive concrete frames.

Lifting the mass responds to my coinage and the expecta-
tions that come with it. Opposing the gravitational pull,
while being equipped with the morphological attributes of
an object-oriented ontology, establishes the object as an in-
dependent body with a life of its own. The object has be-
come an actor, for whom the city or landscape (established
as a subject in their own right - activated ground) becomes a
partner in an ongoing dialogue. A negotiation process of
lifting, pushing and pulling unfurls, one that carves out
both actors’ specific attributes and establishes space in and
between them. ‘In-between’ is where I extend upon the
coinage of my mentors, and establish my own line of in-
quiry. I make a pact with the sea (ground) and turn it from
a backdrop into a character in its own right. The whale then
not just leaps but is also being lifted, evidencing a dynamic

In the foreword to Get off of my Cloud, Jeffrey Kipnis points
out that lifting the mass is not an end in itself, instead it
stands for liberation from the repressive machinery of
power, associated with ownership and control over the
ground-plane. Kipnis links Himmelb(l)au’s desire 

platforms are an “assault against the primacy of the ground”
7 and a first step towards the democratisation of the ground
plane. Coop Himmelb(l)au’s work extends a lineage that
“does not just deal with feudal control but also with the reg-
ulatory systems of architectural planning.”8 This is master-
fully demonstrated with their Falkestrasse rooftop
extension, where Coop Himmelb(l)au declare the architec-
ture a piece of art, exploiting a loophole within the council’s
legal provisions and allowing the building to proceed where
Council’s rules would otherwise have inhibited it. But the
conceptual circumnavigation is not enough. Himmelb(l)au
is not a theoretical practice that is satisfied with the repre-
sentation of an idea, instead they need to physically build in
order to give phenomenological evidence. 

The phenomenological evidence I am looking for lies in the
space that can be experienced flowing in and between the
sub-volumes of the built form and the ground, where the
continuity of the space meets the continuity of the land-
scape. In an ideal setup I imagine the space between object
and ground to be a spatial knot, whose loose ends branch
out in all directions, horizontally and vertically. I am look-
ing for a fusion of different instances of space: the space im-
plicated by the overall form and its sub-volumes, the space
between those volumes and the ground, and the space that
both character and ground radiate through their presence.
Chillida describes three different forms of space: a) space as
an energy that a place or object radiates, b) the space be-
tween objects, c) the space within an object. The space

within is indicated by the object’s outside appearance, its
shell, and thus feeds the aura of the object. In my process
radiant space happens when the object has been developed
in such a way that it becomes a character. It then emanates
space in form of an ambience. Through dialogue with the
character, the ground expresses its own qualities, becoming
activated and emanating space. The void between is being
charged by the presence of both object and ground. It now
radiates space in the form of an atmosphere, as well as de-
scribing the physical extents of the space they frame. This is
the archetypical script for my projects. The plans and sec-
tions for Uralla Court I illustrate this dynamic.9 All the indi-
vidual pockets of space are interconnected, which allows the
space to flow freely between them. This entity of multiple
spatial situations can never be physically overlooked, it is
only graspable as a whole through imagination or as a se-
quence of events in time.

For me space is dead – a mere void - when its configuration
can be grasped or imagined by a single look. It is alive,
when the spatial configuration can not be understood from
a single vantage point. When time and movement need to
be invested, and even then the space still remains ungras-
pable, keeping a certain mystery. Walking through a build-
ing and never actually reaching the point where everything
is understood, that is the ideal. This is the condition when
the complexity of the building reaches that of natural envi-
ronments, yet without mimicking their formal appearances.
I try to offer as many choices as possible, as many variations
of spatial situations as the program allows. That is, I believe,
my role as an architect. I have to organise space and pro-
gram, but within that I offer various perceptions, like what
might be encountered when wandering through a forest or
the bush. Today, when cities are growing at the expense of
natural environments, therefore limiting our experiential
bandwidth, architecture will have to give back and increase

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The result is an internally defined ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia. Uralla Court II
is the redesign of the original Uralla Court with changed pa-
rameters; the reduction of program and usable space by two
thirds. The spatial concept remains the same, previously en-
closed spaces at the lower level are now used as sheltered
outdoor spaces. Mapping and categorising my past work
has revealed a recurring choreography that employs three
main agents: object, ground and space. 

Uralla Court - between building shell and hovering volume

Uralla Court II - south east & south west - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - cross section and structural diagram

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

The competition entry for the Austrian Expo Pavilion 2010
was conceived as one large resonating body, working as a

AN-house - ground reaction 

AN-house - sections and floor plans 

Modes | analytic

AN-house - booklet | interrogating the problem

through graphic representation and reflection

Interrogating the way in which I use a second mode of
assessment - the analytic – in order to view the project
through the eyes of an observer, aiming to determine pur-
pose and meaning that are valid beyond my own per-
sonal interests.

“Design is about ideas that are so simple that one should be
able to explain them to someone else over the phone.” 1

P arallel to the subjective complex of the relationship
between character and the ground, and the emer-
gence of space, runs the booklet reflection. It puts

me in a position in which I aim to see the project from an
outside perspective, through the eyes of an observer. During
my studies in visual communication design I started to con-
sciously differentiate between my own perspective and that
of an external audience. I continue this practice, when I test
and validate the conceptual feasibility of a project, through
the production of a presentation booklet that runs parallel
to the design from the start. Producing a graphic representa-
tion, even though a conclusive solution has not yet been
found, helps me to sieve through the material and select the
pieces from which a coherent proposal can be formed. I do
so by applying different frames of reference, which explore
where the project’s contribution might lie. Conceptual feasi-
bility is achieved when the project’s argument can be con-
densed in an abstract form and successfully communicated.
Insights from this process continuously feed back into the
design process, where I try to coalesce personal and external
agendas. The booklet production facilitates the iterative
break between doing and assessing, between making choices
and weeding out excess, in order to arrive at an idea that
can be shared with others. Ideally I am then able to coalesce
personal and external agendas within a single project.

A current example is the booklet for the AN-house 2. It
accompanied the project from the beginning onwards and
was also used to discuss the design with the client. Each
booklet starts with defining the format and setting up a
graphical design grid, depending on whether it will be used
for print, or as a digital presentation as well. The durable
record you are holding in your hands, for instance, was con-
ceived as both booklet and screen presentation, and I have
used it in this format since my first PRS presentation. In the
case of the AN-house it was just for print purposes. It
started with visualising the design’s legal context, followed
by an array of massing models that explore what is legally
possible and which different approaches could be taken. It
is important to me that I enjoy working on the booklet. It is
not just a dry record of facts and actions, it also includes
references to my own background, in this case my travels in
Chile, or topics relating to the client. The client here is a
food stylist, who had introduced me to Meatpaper,3 a print
magazine of art and ideas about meat. I picked this up in
the way I illustrated the client’s brief scenarios, in the form
of a meat chart, which explains where the different cuts
come from. In the end the booklet builds up a visual narra-
tive that follows and illustrates the design ideas. Through it
I keep track of the various lines of thought, critically reflect
on my ideas, communicate them with the client, as well as,
in an amended version, with the local Council.

In the seminal exhibition Architecture 4 at Galerie St.
Stephan, Hans Hollein argues that architecture is not the
materialisation of its function, but the transformation of an
idea through the act of building. 

“Architecture is without purpose. What we build will
find its usefulness. Form does not follow function. Form
does not originate by itself. It is the great decision of man to
make a building into a cube, a pyramid or a sphere. 

...we are building what we want, making an architecture
that is not determined by technique, but that uses tech-
nique – pure, absolute architecture.” 5 Hollein’s critique on
the simplified reading of modernity during the 1960’s is an
articulate acknowledgement and endorsement of the poetic 
and spiritual qualities within architecture. 

It is an easy way out if architects base their design on quan-
tifiable equations of functional performance. For him a
building becomes architecture when it expresses the human
need to create objects that transcend their applicability. 

His commentary is still valid today, as it is much easier
to gain acceptance for a design, if it can deliver a genealogy
that exists within the realm of reason, than it is to argue for
the unquantifiable qualities of space. Sensing the qualities
of space happens in an intimate dialogue between the indi-
vidual and the physical object. It is determined by our pres-
ent awareness as much as our past experiences. Thus
assessing space is a subjective matter, and ‘recorded’ through
our bodily reactions. These ‘feelings’ are then translated to
more objective yet still unquantifiable terms like pleasant,
animated, elevating, gloomy, stale, harsh, etc., in order to
communicate our experiences. However, neither words nor
drawings can properly project spatial experiences in ad-
vance. They can evoke connotations in the learned, but the
spatial experience itself can not be predictably proven.
Within a discourse, whose predominant evaluation parame-
ters revolve around logic and reason, or expectations of
quantifiable performance, diagram architecture has become
very successful. It reduces a complex relationship to a few
aspects that are either quantifiable or function through vi-
sual resemblance. The result (building) is measured only
against its simplified projection (diagram), and thus appears
coherent. However, this happens on the expense of a multi-
layered interpretational reading of the project. Minor sub-

plots, enriching the experience, are edited out. 

Aspects of my booklet production could put my practice
in relation to a diagram practice. The difference is that I do
not rely on the strength of reason, but define a project also
through my subjective private agenda, which is concerned
with the experience of space, caused by the sculpted form
and ongoing dialogue between the lifted object and the acti-
vated ground. Without them there would be no project.
Parallel to the physical design process, reflecting my per-
sonal agenda, I construct a narrative which serves the ob-
server’s agenda, and facilitates the understanding of the
project from this perspective. Both points of view are closely
linked, but do not necessarily reflect each other. The book-
let production helps me to switch between perspectives, and
thus understand the project, and then to lay out a trail in
which I want the project to be read and understood. The
booklet acts like the storyboard of a movie, laying out the
events, using transitions, cross-fades, inserts and cuts, filmic
tools that relate back to my first degree.  

During my 5th PRS Paul Minifie commented on the
booklet reflection: 

“But it seems that this is sort of part of an internal
process as well, that is not dissimilar to the way you discuss
your internal process, where you say you do stuff, but then
there is a moment at which it becomes a thing.  You know,
at which point you identify that the project has some partic-
ular satisfying set of characteristics. But more than that,
they seem to acquire names, right?  And the names give an
account of the qualities that those projects attain for you at
a particular moment, when you go, right. So that is how it
is going to take its form, the air conditioning duct or piece
of ground, or you know, the hovering thing.  That to me is
a really interesting moment, in what you do. It’s almost like

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | Girardigasse - opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tres of fitness studios and offices above a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite
functioning as an infill, the building presents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy

Case study | Thalia Graz

might initially suppress because they are considered to be
errors. Without errors, there would be no evolution – they
are intrinsic to the development of life. Likewise in design.
By supressing the ‘incorrect’ and not giving the unknown
sufficient time or opportunity to develop its potential, we
lose a vital passage to innovation. 

Staging and mediating a confrontation has become my
method of creating errors. It assumes and accepts the alive-
ness and subjectivity of all agents involved – the architec-

lies in its ability to promote a state of deliberate unas-
sured-ness that allows the designer to circumvent the often
internalised and at times mandatory restrictions set up by
professionalisation. Being ‘between’ helps in making con-
nections across the borders of disciplines and connect seem-
ingly unrelated material in order to spur new ideas. 

Here lies the basis of interdisciplinarity, the rejection of
approved ‘best practice’ in favour of asking ‘what if ’. By
temporarily relinquishing control – in particular at the be-
ginning of the design processes – the rigid structure of con-
ventional wisdom can be dissolved, allowing for new
connections to be seen and formed. Working with and
through indeterminate material gives creative agency back
to the designer, who can see anew and discover a situation’s
individual affordance. By masking cultural references or the
functionalist reading of modernity, the responsibility for
form and space are back in the architect’s hands. Neither is
given by a higher order but can be worked out individually.
In the process, designers are asked to define their position
within different and at times conflicting interests, including
the emotional, poetic and spiritual qualities embedded in
architecture.

Being reasonable only gets us to where we already are.
Architecture is a cultural achievement and, as such, a prod-
uct of society. The acceptance of architectural form is based
on being a recognisable part of an existing culture, trigger-
ing a sense of belonging and validity through reference.
Hence, one could define culture as being conservative per
se, as everything that is deemed culturally significant relies
on matching an established canon of values, be it in regard
to form or social behaviours. With this judgement comes a
level of moralisation, where certain aesthetics are deemed
ethically more – or less – valuable than others. Operating
inside a sphere of established values is reassuring. However,
to advance the discipline, we need to step outside of existing
certainties and create ‘a difference which makes a differ-
ence’.  Embracing the unreasonable is a tool to facilitate this
step. It allows for other voices, other spaces – ones that we

site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and
finding ways to incorporate constraints, on the background
of an overarching personal agenda, reflects the specifity of
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpreted as a first at-
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

make the new structure stand out as much as possible, since
a less distinct building would have merely contributed to
the already existing visual noise. The new arrival acted like a
magnetic pole that reorientated the bearings of all the mat-
ter in range. The addition became both a solitaire and a
binder of aggregate by occupying all the gaps between the
disparate buildings while also developing an individual pres-
ence that radiated into the context, giving the entire ensem-
ble a new identity. The new character is the result of a
careful negotiation between the extracted object and the ex-
isting built fabric. A dialogue that sometimes turned into
conflict established the terms of cohabitation and the emer-
gence of different expressions of space: internal space impli-
cated by the object shape, space between the object and
ground, and space radiated by the architectural character.
Although the new building is clearly ‘not from here’, one
can read that it has adapted itself to the local conditions as
much as the existing ground – the four buildings – have
adapted themselves in order to accommodate the new ar-
rival. This follows a process of give and take, out of which
the whole arises as a strengthened unit. This only works if
the character is strong enough to initiate and steer the de-
velopment, as the ground itself has a tendency to cultivate
its inertia and remain inactive as long as it is not challenged.

<H1>Silent activation—Due to the fact that the ground
is made up of existing buildings with a continuous pro-
gramming (theatre, café, workshop, retail outlets and of-
fices), its activation had to remain relatively ‘silent’ in order
to minimise disturbance. This meant that the ground was
predominantly acknowledged by being listened to, and
physical movement had to remain subtle. The ground still
reacted, just not to the extent we would have seen with a
project on natural soil. Parts of the existing offices on the
south-eastern side still caved in to create room for vertical
access, while walls within were thickened to bear the load of
the addition. Some walls on the north-eastern side extended
towards the character, supporting its cantilevering volumes.
Finding ways to incorporate constraints while still catering
for personal agendas reflects the specificity of the architec-

Thalia Graz balances all aspects of my previously dis-
cussed design process. It follows the central chain of
events (field – figure – character / site – ground – activa-
tion) and uses both methods of assessment (emotive cog-
nition & intellectual synthesis) for form finding and
conceptualisation. Its morphological features (compact
yet animated) identify it as representative of my formal
language. Technical topologies like structure, roof,
façade, etc. are integrated into an all-encompassing
skin, supporting the motif of one bodily character.  The
activation of the ground is both ‘silent’ and ‘proactive’. It
is expressed in the way that the ground retreats and ad-
vances in reaction to the new arrival, while at the same
time affecting its transition from field to object to charac-
ter.  Focusing on the object (via the empathy developed
for the ground) responds to my belief that the care and at-
tention I put into the design will radiate back as an en-
ergy that fuels the emergence of space in form of an
emitted ambience or atmosphere. This energy fuels the
most important occurrence of space in this project: the
character’s presence, emanating into the context and
giving it identity. 

1 the topic of vessels is present in other proj-

ects as well: Uralla Court, Suzuki house, EAF

Thalia Graz - floor plan level 6 

Thalia Graz - west & east elevations

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For
me, unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for
interpretation that is missed if the operational realm is con-
fined by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also
mean to position oneself ‘between’ established areas of ex-
pertise or familiarity such as the place I occupy when har-
nessing the two streams of education I undertook, or when
working between different continents and their respective
architectural and academic cultures. Unreasonableness can
be found in the way that I allow intuitive synthesis and
emotive cognition to guide the direction of my projects,
how I misuse or co-opt features from fields unrelated to ar-
chitecture, confront a site with unrelated spatial informa-
tion or empathise with objects and the site. Being
in-between puts the designer in the position of a ‘libero’,  a
free agent, who reaches their goals by fluidly assuming dif-
ferent roles and positions. A prerequisite for this multiva-
lence is the acceptance of momentary unreasonableness and
illogic – or, in other words, the suspension of disbelief and
the engagement in serious play.

The benefit of the unreasonable for creative practices.

Thalia Graz | view towards State Opera House - photo: Herta Hurnaus

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

Masking established connotations and value systems enables
a designer to ‘see anew’ and become aware of the potentials
presented by misappropriated objects, and stage semantic
transfers, in this case from the context of infrastructure to
human habitation. Besides addressing the client’s needs, the
project also offers a social surplus by engaging the public
and the profession in a dialogue about the ways that design
policies shape our cities. By identifying the existing rooftop
infrastructures as a local typology, the project ironically dis-
cusses the council’s guidelines for design approvals, effec-
tively questioning its desire to use the argument of
contextualisation as a means to enforcing the emulation of
local appearances. Discovering such solutions and putting
them to use gives me joy. Creating an object that (1) solves
a problem while (2) having an aesthetic value that con-
tributes positively to the atmosphere of the place and (3) in-
stigates a discourse makes me happy. 

The key principles in the development of the EAF addition
are: (1) identifying air-conditioning units as a prevalent
rooftop typology in the Adelaide CBD, (2) acknowledging
the building code that asks for new developments to mimic
‘local character’ and (3) overlaying both to justify the trans-
formation of a technical infrastructure into a habitat for vis-
iting artists. In this case, volumes originally used for
condensation and evaporation in an air-conditioning unit
now facilitate studio, bedroom and storage spaces. And
while the physical environment stays the same, the context
of reception and evaluation changes from the technical per-
formance of a piece of infrastructure to legalistic guidelines
governing the aesthetics of human habitation. To manage
this displacement, moving from one value system to an-
other, the architectural object draws on a tactical deceit, al-
lowing it to be read as either infrastructure or dwelling,
depending on the viewer’s perspective. In the process of
gaining planning approval, the object disguises itself as a

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. Since this was my first
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects
(heavy mass, compact figures, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
field of information, which I then intended to read and in-
terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and
thus depicted the first instance of the unreasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial
field, and used it as an oblique and heterogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob

differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has
been considered in the modulation of the topography, so
that smooth transitions and inclinations below the thresh-
old of 1 in 20 could be achieved for dedicated corridors.
The frayed design offers multiple choices of movement, as
well as creating different spatial situations for rest or play,
either along the steps and terraces of the riversides, or the
holes and slits in the object. Different forms of interaction
with the water are provided by the defined spaces between
the object and the ground. Further, the voids and slits
within the object will create a spectacle of dappled light un-
derneath the bridge, which will be experienced by those
who cruise the Torrens in paddleboats. 

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

F or the exhibition To the Islands - The Architecture of
Isolated Solutions the curators Jennifer Harvey and
Sean Pickergill asked architects and artists to collabo-

rate and interrogate the architectural qualities within the
concept of islands. We were asked to respond to a chapter
from True Stories, a fictitious piece of travel literature by Lu-
cian of Samosata .1 The text borders on the absurd and reads
as a parody of Homer’s Odyssey. In this project the ‘unrea-
sonable’ was introduced in form of the text we were asked
to respond to, as well as the suggested collaboration with
the artist Margit Brünner. Hélène Frichot writes:

“Margit’s work is ostensibly located between the spatial
arts and performance art, but she is an architect. Her explo-
rations endeavour to discover the best means of producing
joyful affects, with an emphasis on the milieu, or relation-
ship between the environment-world and ever-transforming
subject (or processes of subjectification): this is what she
names atmosphere. Hers is a practice of immanence, ever
located, situated, inspired by embodied learning.”2

We agreed to select two different thematic strands
within Samosta’s text. While I looked at The Isle within the
Whale – Oceanic Monstrosities, Margit focused on The Isle of
the Blessed – Production without Effort. We then set up a
mode of operating in which we would iteratively interpret
each other’s moves. One person would start with an arte-
fact, a model or drawing, then pass it on to the other, who
would develop it further and then return it for the next step
of transformation. 

Margit started by engaging into a conversation with a
site in Port Adelaide, tracing its atmospheric moves by

Dissecting the whale is the most recent step in an ongo-
ing series of installations. Their aim is to explore and
test the topics of my research in a medium that is free
from program or functional constraints, revealing aspira-
tions and contradictions that are present in my work. 

Case study | Dissecting the whale

dock 2 - to the islands | Margit Brünner’s site reading, a sketch model supplied for interpretation

‘drawing’ paper models with a Stanley Knife, and passing
them on. After transcribing them from physical to digital,
in order to familiarise myself with their spatial qualities, I
produced a series of renders, hypothetical spatial scenarios
that anticipated different scales and points of reference. This
formed the point of departure for reading and interpreting
the three dimensional information in regards to traces of the
whale, which I assumed was hiding within. 

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-
faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

tice. They steer a project’s morphological evolution from an
arbitrary input to an intrinsic figure that eventually ad-
vances towards an architectural character. This process is
propelled by two modes of interrogation. One is based on
emotive cognition, giving voice to the site, the architectural
object and the author. The other engages in an analytic syn-
thesis of the observed genesis, aiming to conceptualise a
project by applying a frame of reference that can be shared
with others. The project continuously oscillates between ir-
rational/intuitive advancements and rational/objective steps
of justification, to ‘make sense’ from these two different
epistemological realms. 

In the first instance, the unreasonable acts as a catalyst,
introduced, for example, as a three-dimensional field of in-
formation, a found object, exaptation, or through the col-
laboration with another person to kick-start the design. Its
purpose is to disassociate oneself from superficial predispo-
sitions while at the same time strengthening the position of
the author, who, in the process of working through the for-
eign material, has to make a stand for his own position. My
selection criteria here revolve around the potency of form to
induce space and create emotional responses. Being driven
by emotive cognition represents the second instance of ‘un-
reasonableness’ in my design process. Here, I try to develop
empathy for the objects that I handle, iteratively immersing
myself into each of the project’s protagonists, and eventually
reaching a state of self-forgetfulness where work becomes se-
rious play. Sensing a lead for a possible solution affects me
as a bodily feeling – a registration of joy that serves as a lit-
mus test for the project’s direction and eventual success. 

A parallel analytic mode of assessment is concerned with
testing the conceptual feasibility of a project by viewing it
through the eyes of an external observer, aiming to deter-
mine purpose and meaning that are valid beyond my own
personal agendas and projections. This step is pursued
through the production of graphic representations, a story-
book that validates a poetic proposal by arguing it through a
different lens. In doing so, I transfer parameters from
graphic design, film and photography into the architectural
context and establish form as a signifier of meaning. I con-
sciously differentiate between my own interest in the project
and those of other audiences, setting up a narrative along
which I seek a project to be read. Alternating between two
modes of assessment assists in understanding the entire on-
tological bandwidth of design, and coalesces personal and
external agendas within a single project. 

Mapping and categorising my past work has revealed a
recurring choreography that employs three main agents: ob-
ject, ground and space. A figure materialises from an ab-
stract field and gradually matures to become an
architectural character that emanates space. In this process,
the initial excess of information is being distilled until no
further simplification is possible, however, without compro-
mising the spatial experiences or the sculptural quality of
the work. My aim is to endow the object with a sense of
personality, enabling an active relationship between the
building and the user. I believe this makes truly sustainable
architecture – unique buildings that are loved. 

How to integrate the location into a design is a core
question of my practice. There are many ways to ‘respect’

Interrogating my practice has unveiled the tactics that I
deploy in order to facilitate the poetics of architecture
within an environment that is dominated by expectations of
quantifiable performance or theory-based validation. A se-
ries of choreographed events sits at the centre of my prac-

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented
his / her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result
the skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we consid-
ered this intervention as part of the transitional processes,
however, after security guards threatened to have the object
removed, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous art-piece that is not attached to a specific artist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or improvisation might be defined as presence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the primacy of architecture-as-form over architecture-as-
context and is based on the acknowledgement of emotional
intelligence and irrational beginnings. 

In the past, I never decided in which way it is best to
talk about my work: through its phenotype (the expressed
features of form), its genotype (the strategic choreography
that determines its genesis) or its modes of assessment
(emotive cognition and intellectual analysis). There ap-
peared to be little acceptance for ‘feeling’ my way forward,
assuming the liveliness of all agents involved and immersing
myself into the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself

and the ground upon which it sits. Initially, the analytic
mode as assessment was a means of concealing the personal
motives that take place in my work. Now, operating be-
tween emotive cognition on the one side and intellectual
synthesis on the other serves to acknowledge the full band-
width of architectural ontology, from experiential and sub-
jective values to the limits of materials, techniques and
meaning. 

This undecidedness led me to understand a key condi-
tion of my practice: to be in-between. Being in-between is a
position that can be considered unreasonable if viewed from

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For me,
unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for inter-
pretation that is missed if the operational realm is confined
by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also mean to
position oneself ‘between’ established areas of expertise or
familiarity such as the place I occupy when harnessing the
two streams of education I undertook, or when working be-
tween different continents and their respective architectural

the whale - to the islands - SASA Gallery Adelaide 2011 | third interpretation

images above: grasshopper used to create the

structural grid inside the whale | based on a

script provided by Victor Leung
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The blueprint of my design process is a threefold chore-
ography. Its spine is made up of a sequence of events
that are flanked by two different modes of interrogation,
one is intuitive, the other analytic. This chapter examines
how I utilise the unreasonable.

L ooking at my work within the frame of this PhD has
revealed the underlying skeleton of my design process.
The central sequence of the diagram on the left de-

fines ‘what’ happens, while the parallel strategies determine
‘how’ things develop. Most projects starts with the intro-
duction of the unreasonable, either in the form of a field of
information (from which I then extract a concise figure), or
as a found object introduced from a different context. Here-
after the figure engages in a dialogue with the site, a move
that differentiates the figure from the ground, turning it
into a character, while also activating the ground as an en-
tity in its own right. Character and ground then negotiate
the essential quality of the project, which is space. Depend-
ing on each individual project, the two accompanying
modes of operation have a unique impact. The intuitive
synthesis tackles the project from the morphological side. It
evaluates character, ground and space by developing an em-
pathy for each of them. The analytic viewpoint deals with
the project’s perception, the way in which it is assumed to
be read by the audience 1 and myself. This constitutes the
semantic level of the project, relating back to my studies in
visual communication design. Here I engage with an ob-
server’s perspective in order to develop a coherent concep-
tual proposal, and validate the project beyond my subjective
decisions. The format of this analytical stream is a presenta-
tion booklet that accompanies the project from the very be-
ginning. It tests the conceptual feasibility of a project and
acknowledges the public’s desire for reason. form - space form - meaning
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process diagram | The design develops around

a central sequence of choreographed events

that is subject to two modes of assessment. 

Modes | unreasonable

K. Verbeek investigates the benefits of randomness in
the design act2. A project has to have an idea, it needs to
make sense, but it only needs to make sense at the end of
the process. Aiming for reason and determinacy in each
step, particularly at the beginning of a design process, 

can be counterproductive, as it keeps the designer
within the corridors of existing solutions and expectations.
Thus diminishing the possibility to establish novel combi-
nations. Introducing the unreasonable is a technique that
supports drawing connections between seemingly unrelated
fields and materials. The unreasonable forms the fertile soil
from which a conceptual idea can stem in the attempt of
reading and analysing its potential. Careful observation and
the direct handling of material sits at the core of my prac-
tice. They are the prerequisite for hunches to arise, to settle
and form an idea. The unreasonable is introduced in differ-
ent ways in each project, but in any case it is materialised in
a graspable / hand-able form. Sometimes it materialises as a
field of forms; Thalia Graz: voids from the surrounding de-
velopments, River Torrens footbridge: overlay of sketch mod-
els from previous projects, a found object; EAF extension:
air-conditioning units, Uralla Court: sponge and jacked up
boat hull, or via a collaborative process with another author. 

For the exhibition To the Islands the unreasonable was
introduced through the artist Margit Brünner, whose paper
models stood at the beginning of the design process. The
collaboration was laid out in such a way that we would pass
artefacts between us, but would not work on them together.
I received her models and then interpreted them, in order to
produce the next generation of objects. The unreasonable
was nevertheless site related, as Margit had produced them
in response to her performative interactions with a particu-
lar site in Port Adelaide. Anything from the site can con-
tribute to the project in a meaningful way, even when at the

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts

Projects | AN-house

AN-house - south east

The object-orientated ontology of my work is put in rela-
tion to the modes of operation (emotive cognition and in-
tellectual synthesis), the aims I pursue and the
architectural background I come from. Addressing the
morphological evolution of past work and the tendencies
that have become obvious in present work, foreshadow-
ing coming developments.

I t appears as if I’m chasing a very particular whale, as
similar forms occur in different projects, yet I believe
not to have a preconceived idea of the ideal form or

shape at the beginning of a project. It is only on reflection
that shapes can be associated with a particular family of ob-
jects, relating to the way I work or the architectural habitat
I come from. All of my objects have mass and weight, are
clear-cut and often appear hermetically closed. Their fea-
tures are cut from straight or single curved lines that join at
obtuse angles, resulting in compact and heavy figures that
nevertheless express a sense of mobility. Their surfaces are
flat and not articulated or ornamented, except for openings
that are created by peeling or cutting away on an all-encom-
passing skin. Construction is either integrated in the skin or
substituted by internal sub-volumes. There are no structural
grids. The continuous skin and the integrated structure are
probably the most obvious features that support the motif
of an architectural body or creature. 

I use the term creature to express the liveliness of my ar-
chitectural objects. I’m unsure if creature is in fact the right
term, because of its possible zoomorphic connotation. Re-
ferring to the object as a creature does not aim at giving it
validity through a morphological relationship with either
flora or fauna. Its genetic code lies within me, the author’s
personal history and experience, and the field of informa-
tion from which it is extracted. During the course of the

Agents | characters

project the creature itself gathers experiences and thus grad-
ually turns into a character that establishes its place within
the project. Different names – field, figure, creature, charac-
ter – hint at different stages of the design process. In the
end the characters radiate confidence and calmness, as if
being at ease with themselves. Yet there is also a tension
within them, which suggest the potential of movement, of
leaving or taking off, a notion that is amplified by the dis-
tance that they keep to the ground. 

I’m seeking to create a sense of personality within the
characters that populate my work, which has become a pur-
pose in its own right. It links back to how I was brought up
in architecture. Coop Himmelb(l)au established the author
as being at the centre of the design. Through their intuitive
scribbles, an emotion was captured that was then translated
and attempted to be carried through into the built work.
The author is as much present in the work as the client and
the brief, which eventually leads to an authentic, independ-
ent, building. Yet it is not the icon of the object that is at
the centre of my interest, it is the spatial experience. I fabri-
cate the character as an agent that prompts a reaction from
the site, kick starting a dialogue from which the space, be-
tween object and ground, unfurls. This can be identified in
many projects, yet, depending on the circumstances, it is
not equally obvious. At Uralla Court an array of different
spatial situations unfold between the ground and the char-
acter, becoming spatial sequences along different trajecto-
ries; a quality that Wolf D. Prix said to be a particular
attribute of Austrian architecture. For this reason the project
was selected to be part of the Austrian contribution to the
10. Architecture Biennale Venice, 2006.

Designing a sense of personality is interesting because it
supports the idea of an active relationship between the
building and the user. I think of it as a contribution to

The Whale - installation, Port Adelaide, South Australia 2012

sustainability, as, in my terms, sustainability is about
creating environments that we generally want to keep; that
we care about. In much built environment discourse sus-
tainability has been reduced to its functional aspects. One
of the challenges I face is the question of how to talk about
non-quantifiable qualities, as it is so much easier to argue
for things you can apply a number to. 

A building that just feels right, might be sustainable be-
cause it is loved - in the way it feels, smells, looks, behaves -
and therefore will be taken care of and given an extended
lifespan. How to communicate and prove these experiential
qualities in advance, when they only reveal themselves in
the final built work? My personal way of assessing the qual-
ity of a project beforehand, is through the sculptural and
haptic qualities of the characters and situations I design and
handle, during all stages of the design process. They must
feel right. I believe that a carefully treated model, that in it-
self has a presence and an aura, is my best tool in maintain-
ing the quality of the project, right through to the built
work. 

Parallel to the sculptural qualities of a project, I am
committed to all functional aspects - program, structure,
circulation, services, etc. - but I am not interested in signify-
ing those. What I am interested in are the poetic elements
that transcend the prosaic. I like a building to be an inhab-
itable sculpture, with the embedded surplus of program.
Mathias Boeckl explains that in Günther Domenig’s work
the “mechanic functionality of the design… is permanently
brought into accordance with the semantic level.”1 I try
doing the same, continuously revising both form and tech-
nical requirements until they coalesce. But, different to
Domenig, I do not want the care for those technical aspects
to be readable. I avoid exposing mechanic and structural

components by including them into the space defining ele-
ments, like internal walls or the skin of the building. The
attention to those aspects is only expressed in the long and
tedious process of tweaking the form until all the functional
aspects have been successfully accommodated. This process
of refinement is part of turning the initial figure into a com-
plex creature or character. The careful thought about struc-
ture, and its integration into the space defining elements, is
evident in the structural models and diagrams I produce, as
well as the detailed drawings that describe the integration of
services into the building’s skin.

Some of the formal similarities shared by my projects
may evolve from the fact that I start with solids, which I
work on in a subtractive manner. When I cut away material
from a block, be it either physical or digital, with a Stanley
knife or a single curve line, I tend to cut at shallow angles,
which results in stocky convex shapes. Whereas sharp and
pointy forms are predominantly the outcome of an additive
process. After the body of the solid is defined, it is shelled,
penetrated for openings, and inserted with sub-volumes. I
intend to realise a character’s formal appearance and spatial
sensation with the smallest possible effort, and “concentrate
forces in a minimum number of points.” 2 In the process of
developing form, the overload of information is being
boiled down, distilled and concentrated to its essence, until
no further simplification is possible without compromising
the spatial experience or sculptural quality of the work. At
Thalia Graz and Uralla Court I & II, the already satisfactory
form was elaborately fine tuned and geometrically simpli-
fied throughout the course of the whole design develop-
ment. I do this by continuously stepping back to a solid
mass model, and then going through the process of shelling
and fenestration, etc., again and again. In doing so I also
have the implementation process in mind, which I do not
want to overcomplicate with unnecessary complexity. 

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette | view from Opernring - photo: Herta Hurnaus

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them from objects into a field
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and
stitch them together in one large object. This process was
guided by immediate gut feeling, as well as the overarching
image of a ship camouflaged by dazzle painting. After defin-
ing a range of different superstructures, three or four figures
were built as physical models and evaluated for their spatial
and sculptural qualities. 

An early abstract render of the site fused the four exist-
ing buildings into one homogenous mass that reminded me
of an ocean liner. This lead to two different lines of re-
search: one into vessels,1 boats, spaceships, planes and sub-
marines, while the other looked into methods of concealing,
including dazzle paintings, camouflage and trompe l’oeil.
The aim was to blend the building into the background as a
means to homogenise the heterogeneous context. The idea

Process—The genesis of the design followed the previ-
ously described steps. In default of an immediate idea, I
produced a sea of spatial information, assuming that the
creature (or whale) was already present yet invisibly sub-
merged within. I then observed the ripples in the water,
waiting for the moment to extract the whale. In this case,
the field of information was provided by an inverted im-
print – materialised voids – of the surrounding densely
built-up area, and then overlaid with the site as digital mod-
els. On screen, the multiple fragments of existing spaces
were viewed in wireframe, turning them from objects into a
field condition. I would then turn individual parts to solid
display and stitch them together into one large object. This
process was guided by an immediate gut feeling. After
defining a range of different superstructures, three to four
figures were built as physical models and evaluated for their
spatial and sculptural qualities. An early abstract render of
the site fused the four existing buildings into one homoge-
nous mass that reminded me of an ocean liner. This led to
two different lines of research: one into vessels (boats, space-
ships, planes and submarines ), and the other into methods
of concealing volumes, including dazzle paintings, camou-
flage and trompe l’oeil. The aim was to blend the building
into the background as a means to homogenising the dis-
parate context.

Creating identity—The idea of camouflage was
dropped, and instead we pursued the opposite approach to

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and
thus influenced the development of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation
and floated in space like a fish in an aquarium. After the ex-
hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

local conditions. Some believe in touching the ground
lightly, others in emulating local appearances. My approach
ignores the lure of nicely considered site relatedness. In-
stead, it relies on the seemingly brutal move of staging a
confrontation between an introduced alien object and the
ground. Buildings do not fly. By keeping the object in an
unstable position, hovering above the ground, I create a
problem that demands a resolution. My aim is to provoke a
reaction from the site that, through my reading and inter-
pretation, reveals and acknowledges the character of the lo-
cation. I do this by empathetically immersing myself into
both object and ground, acting as a seismograph to plot

their intents. The unfolding dialogue is played out in the
void between them. It marks the ‘activation’ of the ground
and the transition of the object into an architectural charac-
ter – one that has been raised by the location. 

The exchange is mediated by the designer, whose own
projections and interpretations become part of the negotia-
tion process. By developing an empathy with both protago-
nists, their individual characteristics are voiced and
translated into form. The formal negotiations refine the po-
sitions of all participating protagonists and translate directly
into their heightened presence, or the energy they emanate,

turning the void between them into space. It is from within
the void that different forms of space emerge as a conse-
quence of the staged antagonism between object and
ground. At this stage, the design process is halted. 

In the course of a project, I am handling three subjects:
the architectural character, the ground and the energy that
develops in the void between them. This energised void
produces space – the core offering of architectural produc-
tion. I have come to understand that ‘activating the ground’
is a means to making the site contribute to the production
of architectural character and space. The path propagates

island 3 -  to the islands | unreasonable topografies
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Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my
architectural practice. Themes discussed include the
emergence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with
‘unreasonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented
here documents an approach to architectural design in
which these oppositions (confrontations) and the
unreasonable are understood as constructive pathways
towards developing the performative potential of designs
that tap into local histories and voices, including those of
the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself and the
ground it sits upon – to inform the site-related production
of architectural character and space. In doing so, the work
offers encouragement to accept the usefulness and validity
of the unreasonable in architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within

T hrough this research I seek to investigate the role of
the unreasonable in my design process and under-
stand the strategies I deploy to facilitate the poetic as-

pects of architecture and the emergence of space. I will lay
out the conditioning of my spatial intelligence1 in regard to
my personal and professional background, and relate it to
the influences of my peers and mentors. Unfolding the
characteristics of my practice the work will undergo three
steps of reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of
the past work I have done, testing the gained insights
against more recent designs, and, finally, speculating about
subsequent ramifications for future work, both for myself
and others. Working between Austria and Australia added
another duality to the alternating roles within practice-
based research of being both the observer and the observed. 

It was expected that the overlay of three different duali-
ties – practice / research, observer / observed,  Austria / Aus-
tralia - would allow me to discern blind spots in the
everyday practice of my work. A key aspect of my practice is
the continuous reworking of the same topics under changed
circumstances. Themes to be discussed include the emer-
gence of space from a staged opposition between the archi-
tectural object and the site, and the relationship between
intuitive and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both of
these there is a necessary engagement with forms of ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought, action or behaviours. Although this de-
sign research develops around my own specific approaches
and handlings, I believe that the insights gained through
this PhD will be of value to the wider community of de-
signers as they address issues, values and questions inherent
to contemporary design and the production of architecture. 

The main focus of my reflections will be the architec-
tural work I produced since graduating from the masterclass
of Wolf D. Prix at the University for Applied Arts Vienna in

introduction

2000. The working title of my PhD Little Creatures - or ar-
chitecture as chemistry related to the morphological quality
of architectural bodies that utilise the site as a stage in order
to negotiate space. Two different dialogues have informed
the interrogation documented here. One is a series of inter-
views conducted by my colleague Nell Anglae. Some frag-
ments of the interviews have remained in this document.
The other are my presentations at the RMIT Practice Re-
search Seminars, where my work and preliminary findings
were critiqued by colleagues. Transcripts of both have
formed the point of departure for this catalogue, which it-
self became a third layer of analysis.

Prologue covers the non-architectural backdrop from
which my spatial intelligence developed. It concerns aspects
of my family background as well as my studies in Visual
Communication Design which both influence the manner
in which I work today. Coinage looks at my architectural
upbringing, working at Coop Himmelb(l)au, studying in
the masterclass of Wolf D. Prix, and the wider Austrian de-
sign-community. The following two chapters defoliate the
choreography of my design process. Modes interrogates the
two antagonistic strategies of assessment – intuitive and an-
alytic – that accompany the conception of my work. Agents
examines this process from the perspective of its main pro-
tagonist – character, ground, void – and follows their differ-
ent stages of their development. Cases reflects on three
different projects that were done within this PhD, exempli-
fying the discussions and insights from the previous chap-
ters. Conclusion subsumes ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ I design
the way I do, and highlights the implications that arise from
this research.

1 with reference to the work of Leon van

Schaik, see: van Schaik, Spatial Intelligence:

New Futures for Architecture.

process diagram | a mediated conflict between the object and the ground - photo: Peter Whyte

Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my ar-
chitectural practice. Themes discussed include the emer-
gence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented here
documents an approach to architectural design in which
these oppositions (confrontations) and the unreasonable are
understood as constructive pathways towards developing
the performative potential of designs that tap into local his-
tories and voices, including those of the seemingly inani-
mate – the architecture itself and the ground it sits upon –
to inform the site-related production of architectural char-
acter and space. In doing so, the work offers encouragement
to accept the usefulness and validity of the unreasonable in
architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within
a discourse whose evaluation parameters predominantly
involve reason. By examining my own work and that of
other designers, I will show how relinquishing control and
harnessing seemingly illogical actions can become tools in
fostering the emergence of new ideas and solutions in an
otherwise highly regimented environment. The context of
my design work is set by the relationships between existing
fabrics and a secondary layer of architectural form, whose
investigation contributes to the discourse on sensible
models of urban growth, unfolding strategies for retrofit,
additions and densification. The work not only explores
how the interests of multiple custodians and stakeholders
are accommodated, but also examines the architect’s
responsibility to find even more histories and voices to
actualise unrecognised potentials and desires. In doing so,

the work offers a critique on the simplistic appropriation of
modernity in architecture while also raising debates about
the values pursued in design approval processes and the
ways in which site relatedness is both produced and judged. 

The inquiry is carried out through design projects and is
reciprocally influenced by text-based observations.
Accordingly, the findings are communicated in the language
of the discipline – drawings, renders, photographs – and
accompanied by a written exegesis. The introspective
analysis of my architectural work and the in-depth
description of the creative processes steering it offer a
critical perspective on my own work in relation to that of
other designers and architects. Unfolding the characteristics
of my practice, the investigation underwent three steps of
reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of past
work, testing the gained insights against projects that are
currently in production and finally speculating about the
ramifications of this research for future design works. 

The research investigates how unreasonable processes
contribute to architectural production when balanced with
intellectual synthesis. Other dualities include working
between Austria and Australia, and the alternating roles
occupied within the practice-based research of being both
the observer and the observed. It was expected that the
overlay of these three different dualities – unreasonable
versus analytic, observer versus observed, Austria versus
Australia – would allow me to discern the blind spots in my
practice and unfold insights that are of value to the wider
community, addressing issues, values and questions inherent

Projects | Uralla Court 

Uralla Court - north east | lifted mass and ground reaction - image: Daniel Kerbler Uralla Court - interior | inserted volumes hover above the upper floor level - image: Daniel Kerbler

Agents | space

Uralla Court - sketch model, Blackwood, SA 2004

Interrogating the way in which different forms of space
materialize in response to separating the architectural
object from the ground. This is discussed in relation to
my coinage and the processes I employ to sense and cul-
tivate the mysterious nature of space.

L ifting the object differentiates it from the ground and
establishes the character as an independent entity. The
move creates a void that bears the potential to become

space. Leaving the object hovering and not touching the
ground follows a choreography that is only slightly altered
from project to project. Over the years this has resulted in a
formal language that discusses the placement of objects in
relation to each other and the ground. Lifting the mass has
a clear relationship to Coop Himmelb(l)au. The picture of
the leaping whale is a brand-mark that many of Wolf D.
Prix’s students carry. The image, in conjunction with Prix’s
quotations from Moby Dick1, epitomizes the essence of
man’s struggle with the elements, which transcends into the
“irrational battle against gravity.”2 This battle is continuous
in the lineage of Austrian Expressionism as the “expression
of the human struggle against the powers of fate.”3 The
photograph of a whale lifting himself up, out of the water
and into the air, proves that gravity can be overcome, even if
just for a moment and with great effort. Effort is actually
the point, as it is about overcoming one’s own weight, one’s
self. The mantra of the leaping whale has been repeated
again and again, so that one should not lose faith that it is
possible. If the whale can do it, then we can do it, if we are
prepared to overcome ourselves and invest into the effort.
Wolf D. Prix set this up as a goal, and we are all trying to
prove ourselves.

However, lifting the mass is not an invention of Coop Him-
melb(l)au. “Like all architects everywhere, Coop

Himmelb(l)au loves to wrestle with Newton’s gravity, archi-
tecture’s best friend.” 4 Friedrich Kiessler’s city in space
(1925) 5 is a visionary model for a city hovering above the
ground, (relating to El Lissitzky’s sky hooks from 1924)
which could be described as the Austrian founding moment
for the desire to counteract gravity. Dieter Bogner points
out that the motif of hovering is also present in Kiessler’s
Nucleus house (1931), the Space house (1933) and early ver-
sions of the Endless house, which is lifted up from the
ground by columns.6 Constant Nieuwenhuys lifts up an en-
tire city for the New Babylon project (1950-1960), Hans
Hollein proposes Superstructures above Vienna (1960) and a
Communication-interchange City (1963), both hovering
above existing cities. And while Günther Zamp Kelp (Ar-
chitecture School, 1965), Laurids Ortner (47. Stadt, 1966)
and Wolf D. Prix (Wohnhausanlage,1966) propose the de-
tachment from the ground in their student work, Lina Bo
Bardi already realises the lift with her Sao Paulo Art mu-
seum (1968), hovering above a public plaza and being sus-
pended from two massive concrete frames.

Lifting the mass responds to my coinage and the expecta-
tions that come with it. Opposing the gravitational pull,
while being equipped with the morphological attributes of
an object-oriented ontology, establishes the object as an in-
dependent body with a life of its own. The object has be-
come an actor, for whom the city or landscape (established
as a subject in their own right - activated ground) becomes a
partner in an ongoing dialogue. A negotiation process of
lifting, pushing and pulling unfurls, one that carves out
both actors’ specific attributes and establishes space in and
between them. ‘In-between’ is where I extend upon the
coinage of my mentors, and establish my own line of in-
quiry. I make a pact with the sea (ground) and turn it from
a backdrop into a character in its own right. The whale then
not just leaps but is also being lifted, evidencing a dynamic

In the foreword to Get off of my Cloud, Jeffrey Kipnis points
out that lifting the mass is not an end in itself, instead it
stands for liberation from the repressive machinery of
power, associated with ownership and control over the
ground-plane. Kipnis links Himmelb(l)au’s desire 

platforms are an “assault against the primacy of the ground”
7 and a first step towards the democratisation of the ground
plane. Coop Himmelb(l)au’s work extends a lineage that
“does not just deal with feudal control but also with the reg-
ulatory systems of architectural planning.”8 This is master-
fully demonstrated with their Falkestrasse rooftop
extension, where Coop Himmelb(l)au declare the architec-
ture a piece of art, exploiting a loophole within the council’s
legal provisions and allowing the building to proceed where
Council’s rules would otherwise have inhibited it. But the
conceptual circumnavigation is not enough. Himmelb(l)au
is not a theoretical practice that is satisfied with the repre-
sentation of an idea, instead they need to physically build in
order to give phenomenological evidence. 

The phenomenological evidence I am looking for lies in the
space that can be experienced flowing in and between the
sub-volumes of the built form and the ground, where the
continuity of the space meets the continuity of the land-
scape. In an ideal setup I imagine the space between object
and ground to be a spatial knot, whose loose ends branch
out in all directions, horizontally and vertically. I am look-
ing for a fusion of different instances of space: the space im-
plicated by the overall form and its sub-volumes, the space
between those volumes and the ground, and the space that
both character and ground radiate through their presence.
Chillida describes three different forms of space: a) space as
an energy that a place or object radiates, b) the space be-
tween objects, c) the space within an object. The space

within is indicated by the object’s outside appearance, its
shell, and thus feeds the aura of the object. In my process
radiant space happens when the object has been developed
in such a way that it becomes a character. It then emanates
space in form of an ambience. Through dialogue with the
character, the ground expresses its own qualities, becoming
activated and emanating space. The void between is being
charged by the presence of both object and ground. It now
radiates space in the form of an atmosphere, as well as de-
scribing the physical extents of the space they frame. This is
the archetypical script for my projects. The plans and sec-
tions for Uralla Court I illustrate this dynamic.9 All the indi-
vidual pockets of space are interconnected, which allows the
space to flow freely between them. This entity of multiple
spatial situations can never be physically overlooked, it is
only graspable as a whole through imagination or as a se-
quence of events in time.

For me space is dead – a mere void - when its configuration
can be grasped or imagined by a single look. It is alive,
when the spatial configuration can not be understood from
a single vantage point. When time and movement need to
be invested, and even then the space still remains ungras-
pable, keeping a certain mystery. Walking through a build-
ing and never actually reaching the point where everything
is understood, that is the ideal. This is the condition when
the complexity of the building reaches that of natural envi-
ronments, yet without mimicking their formal appearances.
I try to offer as many choices as possible, as many variations
of spatial situations as the program allows. That is, I believe,
my role as an architect. I have to organise space and pro-
gram, but within that I offer various perceptions, like what
might be encountered when wandering through a forest or
the bush. Today, when cities are growing at the expense of
natural environments, therefore limiting our experiential
bandwidth, architecture will have to give back and increase

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The result is an internally defined ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia. Uralla Court II
is the redesign of the original Uralla Court with changed pa-
rameters; the reduction of program and usable space by two
thirds. The spatial concept remains the same, previously en-
closed spaces at the lower level are now used as sheltered
outdoor spaces. Mapping and categorising my past work
has revealed a recurring choreography that employs three
main agents: object, ground and space. 

Uralla Court - between building shell and hovering volume

Uralla Court II - south east & south west - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - cross section and structural diagram

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

The competition entry for the Austrian Expo Pavilion 2010
was conceived as one large resonating body, working as a

AN-house - ground reaction 

AN-house - sections and floor plans 

Modes | analytic

AN-house - booklet | interrogating the problem

through graphic representation and reflection

Interrogating the way in which I use a second mode of
assessment - the analytic – in order to view the project
through the eyes of an observer, aiming to determine pur-
pose and meaning that are valid beyond my own per-
sonal interests.

“Design is about ideas that are so simple that one should be
able to explain them to someone else over the phone.” 1

P arallel to the subjective complex of the relationship
between character and the ground, and the emer-
gence of space, runs the booklet reflection. It puts

me in a position in which I aim to see the project from an
outside perspective, through the eyes of an observer. During
my studies in visual communication design I started to con-
sciously differentiate between my own perspective and that
of an external audience. I continue this practice, when I test
and validate the conceptual feasibility of a project, through
the production of a presentation booklet that runs parallel
to the design from the start. Producing a graphic representa-
tion, even though a conclusive solution has not yet been
found, helps me to sieve through the material and select the
pieces from which a coherent proposal can be formed. I do
so by applying different frames of reference, which explore
where the project’s contribution might lie. Conceptual feasi-
bility is achieved when the project’s argument can be con-
densed in an abstract form and successfully communicated.
Insights from this process continuously feed back into the
design process, where I try to coalesce personal and external
agendas. The booklet production facilitates the iterative
break between doing and assessing, between making choices
and weeding out excess, in order to arrive at an idea that
can be shared with others. Ideally I am then able to coalesce
personal and external agendas within a single project.

A current example is the booklet for the AN-house 2. It
accompanied the project from the beginning onwards and
was also used to discuss the design with the client. Each
booklet starts with defining the format and setting up a
graphical design grid, depending on whether it will be used
for print, or as a digital presentation as well. The durable
record you are holding in your hands, for instance, was con-
ceived as both booklet and screen presentation, and I have
used it in this format since my first PRS presentation. In the
case of the AN-house it was just for print purposes. It
started with visualising the design’s legal context, followed
by an array of massing models that explore what is legally
possible and which different approaches could be taken. It
is important to me that I enjoy working on the booklet. It is
not just a dry record of facts and actions, it also includes
references to my own background, in this case my travels in
Chile, or topics relating to the client. The client here is a
food stylist, who had introduced me to Meatpaper,3 a print
magazine of art and ideas about meat. I picked this up in
the way I illustrated the client’s brief scenarios, in the form
of a meat chart, which explains where the different cuts
come from. In the end the booklet builds up a visual narra-
tive that follows and illustrates the design ideas. Through it
I keep track of the various lines of thought, critically reflect
on my ideas, communicate them with the client, as well as,
in an amended version, with the local Council.

In the seminal exhibition Architecture 4 at Galerie St.
Stephan, Hans Hollein argues that architecture is not the
materialisation of its function, but the transformation of an
idea through the act of building. 

“Architecture is without purpose. What we build will
find its usefulness. Form does not follow function. Form
does not originate by itself. It is the great decision of man to
make a building into a cube, a pyramid or a sphere. 

...we are building what we want, making an architecture
that is not determined by technique, but that uses tech-
nique – pure, absolute architecture.” 5 Hollein’s critique on
the simplified reading of modernity during the 1960’s is an
articulate acknowledgement and endorsement of the poetic 
and spiritual qualities within architecture. 

It is an easy way out if architects base their design on quan-
tifiable equations of functional performance. For him a
building becomes architecture when it expresses the human
need to create objects that transcend their applicability. 

His commentary is still valid today, as it is much easier
to gain acceptance for a design, if it can deliver a genealogy
that exists within the realm of reason, than it is to argue for
the unquantifiable qualities of space. Sensing the qualities
of space happens in an intimate dialogue between the indi-
vidual and the physical object. It is determined by our pres-
ent awareness as much as our past experiences. Thus
assessing space is a subjective matter, and ‘recorded’ through
our bodily reactions. These ‘feelings’ are then translated to
more objective yet still unquantifiable terms like pleasant,
animated, elevating, gloomy, stale, harsh, etc., in order to
communicate our experiences. However, neither words nor
drawings can properly project spatial experiences in ad-
vance. They can evoke connotations in the learned, but the
spatial experience itself can not be predictably proven.
Within a discourse, whose predominant evaluation parame-
ters revolve around logic and reason, or expectations of
quantifiable performance, diagram architecture has become
very successful. It reduces a complex relationship to a few
aspects that are either quantifiable or function through vi-
sual resemblance. The result (building) is measured only
against its simplified projection (diagram), and thus appears
coherent. However, this happens on the expense of a multi-
layered interpretational reading of the project. Minor sub-

plots, enriching the experience, are edited out. 

Aspects of my booklet production could put my practice
in relation to a diagram practice. The difference is that I do
not rely on the strength of reason, but define a project also
through my subjective private agenda, which is concerned
with the experience of space, caused by the sculpted form
and ongoing dialogue between the lifted object and the acti-
vated ground. Without them there would be no project.
Parallel to the physical design process, reflecting my per-
sonal agenda, I construct a narrative which serves the ob-
server’s agenda, and facilitates the understanding of the
project from this perspective. Both points of view are closely
linked, but do not necessarily reflect each other. The book-
let production helps me to switch between perspectives, and
thus understand the project, and then to lay out a trail in
which I want the project to be read and understood. The
booklet acts like the storyboard of a movie, laying out the
events, using transitions, cross-fades, inserts and cuts, filmic
tools that relate back to my first degree.  

During my 5th PRS Paul Minifie commented on the
booklet reflection: 

“But it seems that this is sort of part of an internal
process as well, that is not dissimilar to the way you discuss
your internal process, where you say you do stuff, but then
there is a moment at which it becomes a thing.  You know,
at which point you identify that the project has some partic-
ular satisfying set of characteristics. But more than that,
they seem to acquire names, right?  And the names give an
account of the qualities that those projects attain for you at
a particular moment, when you go, right. So that is how it
is going to take its form, the air conditioning duct or piece
of ground, or you know, the hovering thing.  That to me is
a really interesting moment, in what you do. It’s almost like

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | Girardigasse - opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tres of fitness studios and offices above a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite
functioning as an infill, the building presents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy

Case study | Thalia Graz

might initially suppress because they are considered to be
errors. Without errors, there would be no evolution – they
are intrinsic to the development of life. Likewise in design.
By supressing the ‘incorrect’ and not giving the unknown
sufficient time or opportunity to develop its potential, we
lose a vital passage to innovation. 

Staging and mediating a confrontation has become my
method of creating errors. It assumes and accepts the alive-
ness and subjectivity of all agents involved – the architec-

lies in its ability to promote a state of deliberate unas-
sured-ness that allows the designer to circumvent the often
internalised and at times mandatory restrictions set up by
professionalisation. Being ‘between’ helps in making con-
nections across the borders of disciplines and connect seem-
ingly unrelated material in order to spur new ideas. 

Here lies the basis of interdisciplinarity, the rejection of
approved ‘best practice’ in favour of asking ‘what if ’. By
temporarily relinquishing control – in particular at the be-
ginning of the design processes – the rigid structure of con-
ventional wisdom can be dissolved, allowing for new
connections to be seen and formed. Working with and
through indeterminate material gives creative agency back
to the designer, who can see anew and discover a situation’s
individual affordance. By masking cultural references or the
functionalist reading of modernity, the responsibility for
form and space are back in the architect’s hands. Neither is
given by a higher order but can be worked out individually.
In the process, designers are asked to define their position
within different and at times conflicting interests, including
the emotional, poetic and spiritual qualities embedded in
architecture.

Being reasonable only gets us to where we already are.
Architecture is a cultural achievement and, as such, a prod-
uct of society. The acceptance of architectural form is based
on being a recognisable part of an existing culture, trigger-
ing a sense of belonging and validity through reference.
Hence, one could define culture as being conservative per
se, as everything that is deemed culturally significant relies
on matching an established canon of values, be it in regard
to form or social behaviours. With this judgement comes a
level of moralisation, where certain aesthetics are deemed
ethically more – or less – valuable than others. Operating
inside a sphere of established values is reassuring. However,
to advance the discipline, we need to step outside of existing
certainties and create ‘a difference which makes a differ-
ence’.  Embracing the unreasonable is a tool to facilitate this
step. It allows for other voices, other spaces – ones that we

site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and
finding ways to incorporate constraints, on the background
of an overarching personal agenda, reflects the specifity of
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpreted as a first at-
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

make the new structure stand out as much as possible, since
a less distinct building would have merely contributed to
the already existing visual noise. The new arrival acted like a
magnetic pole that reorientated the bearings of all the mat-
ter in range. The addition became both a solitaire and a
binder of aggregate by occupying all the gaps between the
disparate buildings while also developing an individual pres-
ence that radiated into the context, giving the entire ensem-
ble a new identity. The new character is the result of a
careful negotiation between the extracted object and the ex-
isting built fabric. A dialogue that sometimes turned into
conflict established the terms of cohabitation and the emer-
gence of different expressions of space: internal space impli-
cated by the object shape, space between the object and
ground, and space radiated by the architectural character.
Although the new building is clearly ‘not from here’, one
can read that it has adapted itself to the local conditions as
much as the existing ground – the four buildings – have
adapted themselves in order to accommodate the new ar-
rival. This follows a process of give and take, out of which
the whole arises as a strengthened unit. This only works if
the character is strong enough to initiate and steer the de-
velopment, as the ground itself has a tendency to cultivate
its inertia and remain inactive as long as it is not challenged.

<H1>Silent activation—Due to the fact that the ground
is made up of existing buildings with a continuous pro-
gramming (theatre, café, workshop, retail outlets and of-
fices), its activation had to remain relatively ‘silent’ in order
to minimise disturbance. This meant that the ground was
predominantly acknowledged by being listened to, and
physical movement had to remain subtle. The ground still
reacted, just not to the extent we would have seen with a
project on natural soil. Parts of the existing offices on the
south-eastern side still caved in to create room for vertical
access, while walls within were thickened to bear the load of
the addition. Some walls on the north-eastern side extended
towards the character, supporting its cantilevering volumes.
Finding ways to incorporate constraints while still catering
for personal agendas reflects the specificity of the architec-

Thalia Graz balances all aspects of my previously dis-
cussed design process. It follows the central chain of
events (field – figure – character / site – ground – activa-
tion) and uses both methods of assessment (emotive cog-
nition & intellectual synthesis) for form finding and
conceptualisation. Its morphological features (compact
yet animated) identify it as representative of my formal
language. Technical topologies like structure, roof,
façade, etc. are integrated into an all-encompassing
skin, supporting the motif of one bodily character.  The
activation of the ground is both ‘silent’ and ‘proactive’. It
is expressed in the way that the ground retreats and ad-
vances in reaction to the new arrival, while at the same
time affecting its transition from field to object to charac-
ter.  Focusing on the object (via the empathy developed
for the ground) responds to my belief that the care and at-
tention I put into the design will radiate back as an en-
ergy that fuels the emergence of space in form of an
emitted ambience or atmosphere. This energy fuels the
most important occurrence of space in this project: the
character’s presence, emanating into the context and
giving it identity. 

1 the topic of vessels is present in other proj-

ects as well: Uralla Court, Suzuki house, EAF

Thalia Graz - floor plan level 6 

Thalia Graz - west & east elevations

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For
me, unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for
interpretation that is missed if the operational realm is con-
fined by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also
mean to position oneself ‘between’ established areas of ex-
pertise or familiarity such as the place I occupy when har-
nessing the two streams of education I undertook, or when
working between different continents and their respective
architectural and academic cultures. Unreasonableness can
be found in the way that I allow intuitive synthesis and
emotive cognition to guide the direction of my projects,
how I misuse or co-opt features from fields unrelated to ar-
chitecture, confront a site with unrelated spatial informa-
tion or empathise with objects and the site. Being
in-between puts the designer in the position of a ‘libero’,  a
free agent, who reaches their goals by fluidly assuming dif-
ferent roles and positions. A prerequisite for this multiva-
lence is the acceptance of momentary unreasonableness and
illogic – or, in other words, the suspension of disbelief and
the engagement in serious play.

The benefit of the unreasonable for creative practices.

Thalia Graz | view towards State Opera House - photo: Herta Hurnaus

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

Masking established connotations and value systems enables
a designer to ‘see anew’ and become aware of the potentials
presented by misappropriated objects, and stage semantic
transfers, in this case from the context of infrastructure to
human habitation. Besides addressing the client’s needs, the
project also offers a social surplus by engaging the public
and the profession in a dialogue about the ways that design
policies shape our cities. By identifying the existing rooftop
infrastructures as a local typology, the project ironically dis-
cusses the council’s guidelines for design approvals, effec-
tively questioning its desire to use the argument of
contextualisation as a means to enforcing the emulation of
local appearances. Discovering such solutions and putting
them to use gives me joy. Creating an object that (1) solves
a problem while (2) having an aesthetic value that con-
tributes positively to the atmosphere of the place and (3) in-
stigates a discourse makes me happy. 

The key principles in the development of the EAF addition
are: (1) identifying air-conditioning units as a prevalent
rooftop typology in the Adelaide CBD, (2) acknowledging
the building code that asks for new developments to mimic
‘local character’ and (3) overlaying both to justify the trans-
formation of a technical infrastructure into a habitat for vis-
iting artists. In this case, volumes originally used for
condensation and evaporation in an air-conditioning unit
now facilitate studio, bedroom and storage spaces. And
while the physical environment stays the same, the context
of reception and evaluation changes from the technical per-
formance of a piece of infrastructure to legalistic guidelines
governing the aesthetics of human habitation. To manage
this displacement, moving from one value system to an-
other, the architectural object draws on a tactical deceit, al-
lowing it to be read as either infrastructure or dwelling,
depending on the viewer’s perspective. In the process of
gaining planning approval, the object disguises itself as a

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. Since this was my first
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects
(heavy mass, compact figures, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
field of information, which I then intended to read and in-
terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and
thus depicted the first instance of the unreasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial
field, and used it as an oblique and heterogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob

differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has
been considered in the modulation of the topography, so
that smooth transitions and inclinations below the thresh-
old of 1 in 20 could be achieved for dedicated corridors.
The frayed design offers multiple choices of movement, as
well as creating different spatial situations for rest or play,
either along the steps and terraces of the riversides, or the
holes and slits in the object. Different forms of interaction
with the water are provided by the defined spaces between
the object and the ground. Further, the voids and slits
within the object will create a spectacle of dappled light un-
derneath the bridge, which will be experienced by those
who cruise the Torrens in paddleboats. 

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

F or the exhibition To the Islands - The Architecture of
Isolated Solutions the curators Jennifer Harvey and
Sean Pickergill asked architects and artists to collabo-

rate and interrogate the architectural qualities within the
concept of islands. We were asked to respond to a chapter
from True Stories, a fictitious piece of travel literature by Lu-
cian of Samosata .1 The text borders on the absurd and reads
as a parody of Homer’s Odyssey. In this project the ‘unrea-
sonable’ was introduced in form of the text we were asked
to respond to, as well as the suggested collaboration with
the artist Margit Brünner. Hélène Frichot writes:

“Margit’s work is ostensibly located between the spatial
arts and performance art, but she is an architect. Her explo-
rations endeavour to discover the best means of producing
joyful affects, with an emphasis on the milieu, or relation-
ship between the environment-world and ever-transforming
subject (or processes of subjectification): this is what she
names atmosphere. Hers is a practice of immanence, ever
located, situated, inspired by embodied learning.”2

We agreed to select two different thematic strands
within Samosta’s text. While I looked at The Isle within the
Whale – Oceanic Monstrosities, Margit focused on The Isle of
the Blessed – Production without Effort. We then set up a
mode of operating in which we would iteratively interpret
each other’s moves. One person would start with an arte-
fact, a model or drawing, then pass it on to the other, who
would develop it further and then return it for the next step
of transformation. 

Margit started by engaging into a conversation with a
site in Port Adelaide, tracing its atmospheric moves by

Dissecting the whale is the most recent step in an ongo-
ing series of installations. Their aim is to explore and
test the topics of my research in a medium that is free
from program or functional constraints, revealing aspira-
tions and contradictions that are present in my work. 

Case study | Dissecting the whale

dock 2 - to the islands | Margit Brünner’s site reading, a sketch model supplied for interpretation

‘drawing’ paper models with a Stanley Knife, and passing
them on. After transcribing them from physical to digital,
in order to familiarise myself with their spatial qualities, I
produced a series of renders, hypothetical spatial scenarios
that anticipated different scales and points of reference. This
formed the point of departure for reading and interpreting
the three dimensional information in regards to traces of the
whale, which I assumed was hiding within. 

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-
faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

tice. They steer a project’s morphological evolution from an
arbitrary input to an intrinsic figure that eventually ad-
vances towards an architectural character. This process is
propelled by two modes of interrogation. One is based on
emotive cognition, giving voice to the site, the architectural
object and the author. The other engages in an analytic syn-
thesis of the observed genesis, aiming to conceptualise a
project by applying a frame of reference that can be shared
with others. The project continuously oscillates between ir-
rational/intuitive advancements and rational/objective steps
of justification, to ‘make sense’ from these two different
epistemological realms. 

In the first instance, the unreasonable acts as a catalyst,
introduced, for example, as a three-dimensional field of in-
formation, a found object, exaptation, or through the col-
laboration with another person to kick-start the design. Its
purpose is to disassociate oneself from superficial predispo-
sitions while at the same time strengthening the position of
the author, who, in the process of working through the for-
eign material, has to make a stand for his own position. My
selection criteria here revolve around the potency of form to
induce space and create emotional responses. Being driven
by emotive cognition represents the second instance of ‘un-
reasonableness’ in my design process. Here, I try to develop
empathy for the objects that I handle, iteratively immersing
myself into each of the project’s protagonists, and eventually
reaching a state of self-forgetfulness where work becomes se-
rious play. Sensing a lead for a possible solution affects me
as a bodily feeling – a registration of joy that serves as a lit-
mus test for the project’s direction and eventual success. 

A parallel analytic mode of assessment is concerned with
testing the conceptual feasibility of a project by viewing it
through the eyes of an external observer, aiming to deter-
mine purpose and meaning that are valid beyond my own
personal agendas and projections. This step is pursued
through the production of graphic representations, a story-
book that validates a poetic proposal by arguing it through a
different lens. In doing so, I transfer parameters from
graphic design, film and photography into the architectural
context and establish form as a signifier of meaning. I con-
sciously differentiate between my own interest in the project
and those of other audiences, setting up a narrative along
which I seek a project to be read. Alternating between two
modes of assessment assists in understanding the entire on-
tological bandwidth of design, and coalesces personal and
external agendas within a single project. 

Mapping and categorising my past work has revealed a
recurring choreography that employs three main agents: ob-
ject, ground and space. A figure materialises from an ab-
stract field and gradually matures to become an
architectural character that emanates space. In this process,
the initial excess of information is being distilled until no
further simplification is possible, however, without compro-
mising the spatial experiences or the sculptural quality of
the work. My aim is to endow the object with a sense of
personality, enabling an active relationship between the
building and the user. I believe this makes truly sustainable
architecture – unique buildings that are loved. 

How to integrate the location into a design is a core
question of my practice. There are many ways to ‘respect’

Interrogating my practice has unveiled the tactics that I
deploy in order to facilitate the poetics of architecture
within an environment that is dominated by expectations of
quantifiable performance or theory-based validation. A se-
ries of choreographed events sits at the centre of my prac-

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented
his / her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result
the skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we consid-
ered this intervention as part of the transitional processes,
however, after security guards threatened to have the object
removed, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous art-piece that is not attached to a specific artist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or improvisation might be defined as presence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the primacy of architecture-as-form over architecture-as-
context and is based on the acknowledgement of emotional
intelligence and irrational beginnings. 

In the past, I never decided in which way it is best to
talk about my work: through its phenotype (the expressed
features of form), its genotype (the strategic choreography
that determines its genesis) or its modes of assessment
(emotive cognition and intellectual analysis). There ap-
peared to be little acceptance for ‘feeling’ my way forward,
assuming the liveliness of all agents involved and immersing
myself into the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself

and the ground upon which it sits. Initially, the analytic
mode as assessment was a means of concealing the personal
motives that take place in my work. Now, operating be-
tween emotive cognition on the one side and intellectual
synthesis on the other serves to acknowledge the full band-
width of architectural ontology, from experiential and sub-
jective values to the limits of materials, techniques and
meaning. 

This undecidedness led me to understand a key condi-
tion of my practice: to be in-between. Being in-between is a
position that can be considered unreasonable if viewed from

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For me,
unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for inter-
pretation that is missed if the operational realm is confined
by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also mean to
position oneself ‘between’ established areas of expertise or
familiarity such as the place I occupy when harnessing the
two streams of education I undertook, or when working be-
tween different continents and their respective architectural

the whale - to the islands - SASA Gallery Adelaide 2011 | third interpretation
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The blueprint of my design process is a threefold chore-
ography. Its spine is made up of a sequence of events
that are flanked by two different modes of interrogation,
one is intuitive, the other analytic. This chapter examines
how I utilise the unreasonable.

L ooking at my work within the frame of this PhD has
revealed the underlying skeleton of my design process.
The central sequence of the diagram on the left de-

fines ‘what’ happens, while the parallel strategies determine
‘how’ things develop. Most projects starts with the intro-
duction of the unreasonable, either in the form of a field of
information (from which I then extract a concise figure), or
as a found object introduced from a different context. Here-
after the figure engages in a dialogue with the site, a move
that differentiates the figure from the ground, turning it
into a character, while also activating the ground as an en-
tity in its own right. Character and ground then negotiate
the essential quality of the project, which is space. Depend-
ing on each individual project, the two accompanying
modes of operation have a unique impact. The intuitive
synthesis tackles the project from the morphological side. It
evaluates character, ground and space by developing an em-
pathy for each of them. The analytic viewpoint deals with
the project’s perception, the way in which it is assumed to
be read by the audience 1 and myself. This constitutes the
semantic level of the project, relating back to my studies in
visual communication design. Here I engage with an ob-
server’s perspective in order to develop a coherent concep-
tual proposal, and validate the project beyond my subjective
decisions. The format of this analytical stream is a presenta-
tion booklet that accompanies the project from the very be-
ginning. It tests the conceptual feasibility of a project and
acknowledges the public’s desire for reason. form - space form - meaning
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process diagram | The design develops around

a central sequence of choreographed events

that is subject to two modes of assessment. 

Modes | unreasonable

K. Verbeek investigates the benefits of randomness in
the design act2. A project has to have an idea, it needs to
make sense, but it only needs to make sense at the end of
the process. Aiming for reason and determinacy in each
step, particularly at the beginning of a design process, 

can be counterproductive, as it keeps the designer
within the corridors of existing solutions and expectations.
Thus diminishing the possibility to establish novel combi-
nations. Introducing the unreasonable is a technique that
supports drawing connections between seemingly unrelated
fields and materials. The unreasonable forms the fertile soil
from which a conceptual idea can stem in the attempt of
reading and analysing its potential. Careful observation and
the direct handling of material sits at the core of my prac-
tice. They are the prerequisite for hunches to arise, to settle
and form an idea. The unreasonable is introduced in differ-
ent ways in each project, but in any case it is materialised in
a graspable / hand-able form. Sometimes it materialises as a
field of forms; Thalia Graz: voids from the surrounding de-
velopments, River Torrens footbridge: overlay of sketch mod-
els from previous projects, a found object; EAF extension:
air-conditioning units, Uralla Court: sponge and jacked up
boat hull, or via a collaborative process with another author. 

For the exhibition To the Islands the unreasonable was
introduced through the artist Margit Brünner, whose paper
models stood at the beginning of the design process. The
collaboration was laid out in such a way that we would pass
artefacts between us, but would not work on them together.
I received her models and then interpreted them, in order to
produce the next generation of objects. The unreasonable
was nevertheless site related, as Margit had produced them
in response to her performative interactions with a particu-
lar site in Port Adelaide. Anything from the site can con-
tribute to the project in a meaningful way, even when at the

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts

Projects | AN-house

AN-house - south east

The object-orientated ontology of my work is put in rela-
tion to the modes of operation (emotive cognition and in-
tellectual synthesis), the aims I pursue and the
architectural background I come from. Addressing the
morphological evolution of past work and the tendencies
that have become obvious in present work, foreshadow-
ing coming developments.

I t appears as if I’m chasing a very particular whale, as
similar forms occur in different projects, yet I believe
not to have a preconceived idea of the ideal form or

shape at the beginning of a project. It is only on reflection
that shapes can be associated with a particular family of ob-
jects, relating to the way I work or the architectural habitat
I come from. All of my objects have mass and weight, are
clear-cut and often appear hermetically closed. Their fea-
tures are cut from straight or single curved lines that join at
obtuse angles, resulting in compact and heavy figures that
nevertheless express a sense of mobility. Their surfaces are
flat and not articulated or ornamented, except for openings
that are created by peeling or cutting away on an all-encom-
passing skin. Construction is either integrated in the skin or
substituted by internal sub-volumes. There are no structural
grids. The continuous skin and the integrated structure are
probably the most obvious features that support the motif
of an architectural body or creature. 

I use the term creature to express the liveliness of my ar-
chitectural objects. I’m unsure if creature is in fact the right
term, because of its possible zoomorphic connotation. Re-
ferring to the object as a creature does not aim at giving it
validity through a morphological relationship with either
flora or fauna. Its genetic code lies within me, the author’s
personal history and experience, and the field of informa-
tion from which it is extracted. During the course of the

Agents | characters

project the creature itself gathers experiences and thus grad-
ually turns into a character that establishes its place within
the project. Different names – field, figure, creature, charac-
ter – hint at different stages of the design process. In the
end the characters radiate confidence and calmness, as if
being at ease with themselves. Yet there is also a tension
within them, which suggest the potential of movement, of
leaving or taking off, a notion that is amplified by the dis-
tance that they keep to the ground. 

I’m seeking to create a sense of personality within the
characters that populate my work, which has become a pur-
pose in its own right. It links back to how I was brought up
in architecture. Coop Himmelb(l)au established the author
as being at the centre of the design. Through their intuitive
scribbles, an emotion was captured that was then translated
and attempted to be carried through into the built work.
The author is as much present in the work as the client and
the brief, which eventually leads to an authentic, independ-
ent, building. Yet it is not the icon of the object that is at
the centre of my interest, it is the spatial experience. I fabri-
cate the character as an agent that prompts a reaction from
the site, kick starting a dialogue from which the space, be-
tween object and ground, unfurls. This can be identified in
many projects, yet, depending on the circumstances, it is
not equally obvious. At Uralla Court an array of different
spatial situations unfold between the ground and the char-
acter, becoming spatial sequences along different trajecto-
ries; a quality that Wolf D. Prix said to be a particular
attribute of Austrian architecture. For this reason the project
was selected to be part of the Austrian contribution to the
10. Architecture Biennale Venice, 2006.

Designing a sense of personality is interesting because it
supports the idea of an active relationship between the
building and the user. I think of it as a contribution to

The Whale - installation, Port Adelaide, South Australia 2012

sustainability, as, in my terms, sustainability is about
creating environments that we generally want to keep; that
we care about. In much built environment discourse sus-
tainability has been reduced to its functional aspects. One
of the challenges I face is the question of how to talk about
non-quantifiable qualities, as it is so much easier to argue
for things you can apply a number to. 

A building that just feels right, might be sustainable be-
cause it is loved - in the way it feels, smells, looks, behaves -
and therefore will be taken care of and given an extended
lifespan. How to communicate and prove these experiential
qualities in advance, when they only reveal themselves in
the final built work? My personal way of assessing the qual-
ity of a project beforehand, is through the sculptural and
haptic qualities of the characters and situations I design and
handle, during all stages of the design process. They must
feel right. I believe that a carefully treated model, that in it-
self has a presence and an aura, is my best tool in maintain-
ing the quality of the project, right through to the built
work. 

Parallel to the sculptural qualities of a project, I am
committed to all functional aspects - program, structure,
circulation, services, etc. - but I am not interested in signify-
ing those. What I am interested in are the poetic elements
that transcend the prosaic. I like a building to be an inhab-
itable sculpture, with the embedded surplus of program.
Mathias Boeckl explains that in Günther Domenig’s work
the “mechanic functionality of the design… is permanently
brought into accordance with the semantic level.”1 I try
doing the same, continuously revising both form and tech-
nical requirements until they coalesce. But, different to
Domenig, I do not want the care for those technical aspects
to be readable. I avoid exposing mechanic and structural

components by including them into the space defining ele-
ments, like internal walls or the skin of the building. The
attention to those aspects is only expressed in the long and
tedious process of tweaking the form until all the functional
aspects have been successfully accommodated. This process
of refinement is part of turning the initial figure into a com-
plex creature or character. The careful thought about struc-
ture, and its integration into the space defining elements, is
evident in the structural models and diagrams I produce, as
well as the detailed drawings that describe the integration of
services into the building’s skin.

Some of the formal similarities shared by my projects
may evolve from the fact that I start with solids, which I
work on in a subtractive manner. When I cut away material
from a block, be it either physical or digital, with a Stanley
knife or a single curve line, I tend to cut at shallow angles,
which results in stocky convex shapes. Whereas sharp and
pointy forms are predominantly the outcome of an additive
process. After the body of the solid is defined, it is shelled,
penetrated for openings, and inserted with sub-volumes. I
intend to realise a character’s formal appearance and spatial
sensation with the smallest possible effort, and “concentrate
forces in a minimum number of points.” 2 In the process of
developing form, the overload of information is being
boiled down, distilled and concentrated to its essence, until
no further simplification is possible without compromising
the spatial experience or sculptural quality of the work. At
Thalia Graz and Uralla Court I & II, the already satisfactory
form was elaborately fine tuned and geometrically simpli-
fied throughout the course of the whole design develop-
ment. I do this by continuously stepping back to a solid
mass model, and then going through the process of shelling
and fenestration, etc., again and again. In doing so I also
have the implementation process in mind, which I do not
want to overcomplicate with unnecessary complexity. 

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette | view from Opernring - photo: Herta Hurnaus

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them from objects into a field
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and
stitch them together in one large object. This process was
guided by immediate gut feeling, as well as the overarching
image of a ship camouflaged by dazzle painting. After defin-
ing a range of different superstructures, three or four figures
were built as physical models and evaluated for their spatial
and sculptural qualities. 

An early abstract render of the site fused the four exist-
ing buildings into one homogenous mass that reminded me
of an ocean liner. This lead to two different lines of re-
search: one into vessels,1 boats, spaceships, planes and sub-
marines, while the other looked into methods of concealing,
including dazzle paintings, camouflage and trompe l’oeil.
The aim was to blend the building into the background as a
means to homogenise the heterogeneous context. The idea

Process—The genesis of the design followed the previ-
ously described steps. In default of an immediate idea, I
produced a sea of spatial information, assuming that the
creature (or whale) was already present yet invisibly sub-
merged within. I then observed the ripples in the water,
waiting for the moment to extract the whale. In this case,
the field of information was provided by an inverted im-
print – materialised voids – of the surrounding densely
built-up area, and then overlaid with the site as digital mod-
els. On screen, the multiple fragments of existing spaces
were viewed in wireframe, turning them from objects into a
field condition. I would then turn individual parts to solid
display and stitch them together into one large object. This
process was guided by an immediate gut feeling. After
defining a range of different superstructures, three to four
figures were built as physical models and evaluated for their
spatial and sculptural qualities. An early abstract render of
the site fused the four existing buildings into one homoge-
nous mass that reminded me of an ocean liner. This led to
two different lines of research: one into vessels (boats, space-
ships, planes and submarines ), and the other into methods
of concealing volumes, including dazzle paintings, camou-
flage and trompe l’oeil. The aim was to blend the building
into the background as a means to homogenising the dis-
parate context.

Creating identity—The idea of camouflage was
dropped, and instead we pursued the opposite approach to

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and
thus influenced the development of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation
and floated in space like a fish in an aquarium. After the ex-
hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

local conditions. Some believe in touching the ground
lightly, others in emulating local appearances. My approach
ignores the lure of nicely considered site relatedness. In-
stead, it relies on the seemingly brutal move of staging a
confrontation between an introduced alien object and the
ground. Buildings do not fly. By keeping the object in an
unstable position, hovering above the ground, I create a
problem that demands a resolution. My aim is to provoke a
reaction from the site that, through my reading and inter-
pretation, reveals and acknowledges the character of the lo-
cation. I do this by empathetically immersing myself into
both object and ground, acting as a seismograph to plot

their intents. The unfolding dialogue is played out in the
void between them. It marks the ‘activation’ of the ground
and the transition of the object into an architectural charac-
ter – one that has been raised by the location. 

The exchange is mediated by the designer, whose own
projections and interpretations become part of the negotia-
tion process. By developing an empathy with both protago-
nists, their individual characteristics are voiced and
translated into form. The formal negotiations refine the po-
sitions of all participating protagonists and translate directly
into their heightened presence, or the energy they emanate,

turning the void between them into space. It is from within
the void that different forms of space emerge as a conse-
quence of the staged antagonism between object and
ground. At this stage, the design process is halted. 

In the course of a project, I am handling three subjects:
the architectural character, the ground and the energy that
develops in the void between them. This energised void
produces space – the core offering of architectural produc-
tion. I have come to understand that ‘activating the ground’
is a means to making the site contribute to the production
of architectural character and space. The path propagates

island 3 -  to the islands | unreasonable topografies
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Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my
architectural practice. Themes discussed include the
emergence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with
‘unreasonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented
here documents an approach to architectural design in
which these oppositions (confrontations) and the
unreasonable are understood as constructive pathways
towards developing the performative potential of designs
that tap into local histories and voices, including those of
the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself and the
ground it sits upon – to inform the site-related production
of architectural character and space. In doing so, the work
offers encouragement to accept the usefulness and validity
of the unreasonable in architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within

T hrough this research I seek to investigate the role of
the unreasonable in my design process and under-
stand the strategies I deploy to facilitate the poetic as-

pects of architecture and the emergence of space. I will lay
out the conditioning of my spatial intelligence1 in regard to
my personal and professional background, and relate it to
the influences of my peers and mentors. Unfolding the
characteristics of my practice the work will undergo three
steps of reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of
the past work I have done, testing the gained insights
against more recent designs, and, finally, speculating about
subsequent ramifications for future work, both for myself
and others. Working between Austria and Australia added
another duality to the alternating roles within practice-
based research of being both the observer and the observed. 

It was expected that the overlay of three different duali-
ties – practice / research, observer / observed,  Austria / Aus-
tralia - would allow me to discern blind spots in the
everyday practice of my work. A key aspect of my practice is
the continuous reworking of the same topics under changed
circumstances. Themes to be discussed include the emer-
gence of space from a staged opposition between the archi-
tectural object and the site, and the relationship between
intuitive and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both of
these there is a necessary engagement with forms of ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought, action or behaviours. Although this de-
sign research develops around my own specific approaches
and handlings, I believe that the insights gained through
this PhD will be of value to the wider community of de-
signers as they address issues, values and questions inherent
to contemporary design and the production of architecture. 

The main focus of my reflections will be the architec-
tural work I produced since graduating from the masterclass
of Wolf D. Prix at the University for Applied Arts Vienna in

introduction

2000. The working title of my PhD Little Creatures - or ar-
chitecture as chemistry related to the morphological quality
of architectural bodies that utilise the site as a stage in order
to negotiate space. Two different dialogues have informed
the interrogation documented here. One is a series of inter-
views conducted by my colleague Nell Anglae. Some frag-
ments of the interviews have remained in this document.
The other are my presentations at the RMIT Practice Re-
search Seminars, where my work and preliminary findings
were critiqued by colleagues. Transcripts of both have
formed the point of departure for this catalogue, which it-
self became a third layer of analysis.

Prologue covers the non-architectural backdrop from
which my spatial intelligence developed. It concerns aspects
of my family background as well as my studies in Visual
Communication Design which both influence the manner
in which I work today. Coinage looks at my architectural
upbringing, working at Coop Himmelb(l)au, studying in
the masterclass of Wolf D. Prix, and the wider Austrian de-
sign-community. The following two chapters defoliate the
choreography of my design process. Modes interrogates the
two antagonistic strategies of assessment – intuitive and an-
alytic – that accompany the conception of my work. Agents
examines this process from the perspective of its main pro-
tagonist – character, ground, void – and follows their differ-
ent stages of their development. Cases reflects on three
different projects that were done within this PhD, exempli-
fying the discussions and insights from the previous chap-
ters. Conclusion subsumes ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ I design
the way I do, and highlights the implications that arise from
this research.

1 with reference to the work of Leon van

Schaik, see: van Schaik, Spatial Intelligence:

New Futures for Architecture.

process diagram | a mediated conflict between the object and the ground - photo: Peter Whyte

Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my ar-
chitectural practice. Themes discussed include the emer-
gence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented here
documents an approach to architectural design in which
these oppositions (confrontations) and the unreasonable are
understood as constructive pathways towards developing
the performative potential of designs that tap into local his-
tories and voices, including those of the seemingly inani-
mate – the architecture itself and the ground it sits upon –
to inform the site-related production of architectural char-
acter and space. In doing so, the work offers encouragement
to accept the usefulness and validity of the unreasonable in
architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within
a discourse whose evaluation parameters predominantly
involve reason. By examining my own work and that of
other designers, I will show how relinquishing control and
harnessing seemingly illogical actions can become tools in
fostering the emergence of new ideas and solutions in an
otherwise highly regimented environment. The context of
my design work is set by the relationships between existing
fabrics and a secondary layer of architectural form, whose
investigation contributes to the discourse on sensible
models of urban growth, unfolding strategies for retrofit,
additions and densification. The work not only explores
how the interests of multiple custodians and stakeholders
are accommodated, but also examines the architect’s
responsibility to find even more histories and voices to
actualise unrecognised potentials and desires. In doing so,

the work offers a critique on the simplistic appropriation of
modernity in architecture while also raising debates about
the values pursued in design approval processes and the
ways in which site relatedness is both produced and judged. 

The inquiry is carried out through design projects and is
reciprocally influenced by text-based observations.
Accordingly, the findings are communicated in the language
of the discipline – drawings, renders, photographs – and
accompanied by a written exegesis. The introspective
analysis of my architectural work and the in-depth
description of the creative processes steering it offer a
critical perspective on my own work in relation to that of
other designers and architects. Unfolding the characteristics
of my practice, the investigation underwent three steps of
reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of past
work, testing the gained insights against projects that are
currently in production and finally speculating about the
ramifications of this research for future design works. 

The research investigates how unreasonable processes
contribute to architectural production when balanced with
intellectual synthesis. Other dualities include working
between Austria and Australia, and the alternating roles
occupied within the practice-based research of being both
the observer and the observed. It was expected that the
overlay of these three different dualities – unreasonable
versus analytic, observer versus observed, Austria versus
Australia – would allow me to discern the blind spots in my
practice and unfold insights that are of value to the wider
community, addressing issues, values and questions inherent

Projects | Uralla Court 

Uralla Court - north east | lifted mass and ground reaction - image: Daniel Kerbler Uralla Court - interior | inserted volumes hover above the upper floor level - image: Daniel Kerbler

Agents | space

Uralla Court - sketch model, Blackwood, SA 2004

Interrogating the way in which different forms of space
materialize in response to separating the architectural
object from the ground. This is discussed in relation to
my coinage and the processes I employ to sense and cul-
tivate the mysterious nature of space.

L ifting the object differentiates it from the ground and
establishes the character as an independent entity. The
move creates a void that bears the potential to become

space. Leaving the object hovering and not touching the
ground follows a choreography that is only slightly altered
from project to project. Over the years this has resulted in a
formal language that discusses the placement of objects in
relation to each other and the ground. Lifting the mass has
a clear relationship to Coop Himmelb(l)au. The picture of
the leaping whale is a brand-mark that many of Wolf D.
Prix’s students carry. The image, in conjunction with Prix’s
quotations from Moby Dick1, epitomizes the essence of
man’s struggle with the elements, which transcends into the
“irrational battle against gravity.”2 This battle is continuous
in the lineage of Austrian Expressionism as the “expression
of the human struggle against the powers of fate.”3 The
photograph of a whale lifting himself up, out of the water
and into the air, proves that gravity can be overcome, even if
just for a moment and with great effort. Effort is actually
the point, as it is about overcoming one’s own weight, one’s
self. The mantra of the leaping whale has been repeated
again and again, so that one should not lose faith that it is
possible. If the whale can do it, then we can do it, if we are
prepared to overcome ourselves and invest into the effort.
Wolf D. Prix set this up as a goal, and we are all trying to
prove ourselves.

However, lifting the mass is not an invention of Coop Him-
melb(l)au. “Like all architects everywhere, Coop

Himmelb(l)au loves to wrestle with Newton’s gravity, archi-
tecture’s best friend.” 4 Friedrich Kiessler’s city in space
(1925) 5 is a visionary model for a city hovering above the
ground, (relating to El Lissitzky’s sky hooks from 1924)
which could be described as the Austrian founding moment
for the desire to counteract gravity. Dieter Bogner points
out that the motif of hovering is also present in Kiessler’s
Nucleus house (1931), the Space house (1933) and early ver-
sions of the Endless house, which is lifted up from the
ground by columns.6 Constant Nieuwenhuys lifts up an en-
tire city for the New Babylon project (1950-1960), Hans
Hollein proposes Superstructures above Vienna (1960) and a
Communication-interchange City (1963), both hovering
above existing cities. And while Günther Zamp Kelp (Ar-
chitecture School, 1965), Laurids Ortner (47. Stadt, 1966)
and Wolf D. Prix (Wohnhausanlage,1966) propose the de-
tachment from the ground in their student work, Lina Bo
Bardi already realises the lift with her Sao Paulo Art mu-
seum (1968), hovering above a public plaza and being sus-
pended from two massive concrete frames.

Lifting the mass responds to my coinage and the expecta-
tions that come with it. Opposing the gravitational pull,
while being equipped with the morphological attributes of
an object-oriented ontology, establishes the object as an in-
dependent body with a life of its own. The object has be-
come an actor, for whom the city or landscape (established
as a subject in their own right - activated ground) becomes a
partner in an ongoing dialogue. A negotiation process of
lifting, pushing and pulling unfurls, one that carves out
both actors’ specific attributes and establishes space in and
between them. ‘In-between’ is where I extend upon the
coinage of my mentors, and establish my own line of in-
quiry. I make a pact with the sea (ground) and turn it from
a backdrop into a character in its own right. The whale then
not just leaps but is also being lifted, evidencing a dynamic

In the foreword to Get off of my Cloud, Jeffrey Kipnis points
out that lifting the mass is not an end in itself, instead it
stands for liberation from the repressive machinery of
power, associated with ownership and control over the
ground-plane. Kipnis links Himmelb(l)au’s desire 

platforms are an “assault against the primacy of the ground”
7 and a first step towards the democratisation of the ground
plane. Coop Himmelb(l)au’s work extends a lineage that
“does not just deal with feudal control but also with the reg-
ulatory systems of architectural planning.”8 This is master-
fully demonstrated with their Falkestrasse rooftop
extension, where Coop Himmelb(l)au declare the architec-
ture a piece of art, exploiting a loophole within the council’s
legal provisions and allowing the building to proceed where
Council’s rules would otherwise have inhibited it. But the
conceptual circumnavigation is not enough. Himmelb(l)au
is not a theoretical practice that is satisfied with the repre-
sentation of an idea, instead they need to physically build in
order to give phenomenological evidence. 

The phenomenological evidence I am looking for lies in the
space that can be experienced flowing in and between the
sub-volumes of the built form and the ground, where the
continuity of the space meets the continuity of the land-
scape. In an ideal setup I imagine the space between object
and ground to be a spatial knot, whose loose ends branch
out in all directions, horizontally and vertically. I am look-
ing for a fusion of different instances of space: the space im-
plicated by the overall form and its sub-volumes, the space
between those volumes and the ground, and the space that
both character and ground radiate through their presence.
Chillida describes three different forms of space: a) space as
an energy that a place or object radiates, b) the space be-
tween objects, c) the space within an object. The space

within is indicated by the object’s outside appearance, its
shell, and thus feeds the aura of the object. In my process
radiant space happens when the object has been developed
in such a way that it becomes a character. It then emanates
space in form of an ambience. Through dialogue with the
character, the ground expresses its own qualities, becoming
activated and emanating space. The void between is being
charged by the presence of both object and ground. It now
radiates space in the form of an atmosphere, as well as de-
scribing the physical extents of the space they frame. This is
the archetypical script for my projects. The plans and sec-
tions for Uralla Court I illustrate this dynamic.9 All the indi-
vidual pockets of space are interconnected, which allows the
space to flow freely between them. This entity of multiple
spatial situations can never be physically overlooked, it is
only graspable as a whole through imagination or as a se-
quence of events in time.

For me space is dead – a mere void - when its configuration
can be grasped or imagined by a single look. It is alive,
when the spatial configuration can not be understood from
a single vantage point. When time and movement need to
be invested, and even then the space still remains ungras-
pable, keeping a certain mystery. Walking through a build-
ing and never actually reaching the point where everything
is understood, that is the ideal. This is the condition when
the complexity of the building reaches that of natural envi-
ronments, yet without mimicking their formal appearances.
I try to offer as many choices as possible, as many variations
of spatial situations as the program allows. That is, I believe,
my role as an architect. I have to organise space and pro-
gram, but within that I offer various perceptions, like what
might be encountered when wandering through a forest or
the bush. Today, when cities are growing at the expense of
natural environments, therefore limiting our experiential
bandwidth, architecture will have to give back and increase

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The result is an internally defined ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia. Uralla Court II
is the redesign of the original Uralla Court with changed pa-
rameters; the reduction of program and usable space by two
thirds. The spatial concept remains the same, previously en-
closed spaces at the lower level are now used as sheltered
outdoor spaces. Mapping and categorising my past work
has revealed a recurring choreography that employs three
main agents: object, ground and space. 

Uralla Court - between building shell and hovering volume

Uralla Court II - south east & south west - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - cross section and structural diagram

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

The competition entry for the Austrian Expo Pavilion 2010
was conceived as one large resonating body, working as a

AN-house - ground reaction 

AN-house - sections and floor plans 

Modes | analytic

AN-house - booklet | interrogating the problem

through graphic representation and reflection

Interrogating the way in which I use a second mode of
assessment - the analytic – in order to view the project
through the eyes of an observer, aiming to determine pur-
pose and meaning that are valid beyond my own per-
sonal interests.

“Design is about ideas that are so simple that one should be
able to explain them to someone else over the phone.” 1

P arallel to the subjective complex of the relationship
between character and the ground, and the emer-
gence of space, runs the booklet reflection. It puts

me in a position in which I aim to see the project from an
outside perspective, through the eyes of an observer. During
my studies in visual communication design I started to con-
sciously differentiate between my own perspective and that
of an external audience. I continue this practice, when I test
and validate the conceptual feasibility of a project, through
the production of a presentation booklet that runs parallel
to the design from the start. Producing a graphic representa-
tion, even though a conclusive solution has not yet been
found, helps me to sieve through the material and select the
pieces from which a coherent proposal can be formed. I do
so by applying different frames of reference, which explore
where the project’s contribution might lie. Conceptual feasi-
bility is achieved when the project’s argument can be con-
densed in an abstract form and successfully communicated.
Insights from this process continuously feed back into the
design process, where I try to coalesce personal and external
agendas. The booklet production facilitates the iterative
break between doing and assessing, between making choices
and weeding out excess, in order to arrive at an idea that
can be shared with others. Ideally I am then able to coalesce
personal and external agendas within a single project.

A current example is the booklet for the AN-house 2. It
accompanied the project from the beginning onwards and
was also used to discuss the design with the client. Each
booklet starts with defining the format and setting up a
graphical design grid, depending on whether it will be used
for print, or as a digital presentation as well. The durable
record you are holding in your hands, for instance, was con-
ceived as both booklet and screen presentation, and I have
used it in this format since my first PRS presentation. In the
case of the AN-house it was just for print purposes. It
started with visualising the design’s legal context, followed
by an array of massing models that explore what is legally
possible and which different approaches could be taken. It
is important to me that I enjoy working on the booklet. It is
not just a dry record of facts and actions, it also includes
references to my own background, in this case my travels in
Chile, or topics relating to the client. The client here is a
food stylist, who had introduced me to Meatpaper,3 a print
magazine of art and ideas about meat. I picked this up in
the way I illustrated the client’s brief scenarios, in the form
of a meat chart, which explains where the different cuts
come from. In the end the booklet builds up a visual narra-
tive that follows and illustrates the design ideas. Through it
I keep track of the various lines of thought, critically reflect
on my ideas, communicate them with the client, as well as,
in an amended version, with the local Council.

In the seminal exhibition Architecture 4 at Galerie St.
Stephan, Hans Hollein argues that architecture is not the
materialisation of its function, but the transformation of an
idea through the act of building. 

“Architecture is without purpose. What we build will
find its usefulness. Form does not follow function. Form
does not originate by itself. It is the great decision of man to
make a building into a cube, a pyramid or a sphere. 

...we are building what we want, making an architecture
that is not determined by technique, but that uses tech-
nique – pure, absolute architecture.” 5 Hollein’s critique on
the simplified reading of modernity during the 1960’s is an
articulate acknowledgement and endorsement of the poetic 
and spiritual qualities within architecture. 

It is an easy way out if architects base their design on quan-
tifiable equations of functional performance. For him a
building becomes architecture when it expresses the human
need to create objects that transcend their applicability. 

His commentary is still valid today, as it is much easier
to gain acceptance for a design, if it can deliver a genealogy
that exists within the realm of reason, than it is to argue for
the unquantifiable qualities of space. Sensing the qualities
of space happens in an intimate dialogue between the indi-
vidual and the physical object. It is determined by our pres-
ent awareness as much as our past experiences. Thus
assessing space is a subjective matter, and ‘recorded’ through
our bodily reactions. These ‘feelings’ are then translated to
more objective yet still unquantifiable terms like pleasant,
animated, elevating, gloomy, stale, harsh, etc., in order to
communicate our experiences. However, neither words nor
drawings can properly project spatial experiences in ad-
vance. They can evoke connotations in the learned, but the
spatial experience itself can not be predictably proven.
Within a discourse, whose predominant evaluation parame-
ters revolve around logic and reason, or expectations of
quantifiable performance, diagram architecture has become
very successful. It reduces a complex relationship to a few
aspects that are either quantifiable or function through vi-
sual resemblance. The result (building) is measured only
against its simplified projection (diagram), and thus appears
coherent. However, this happens on the expense of a multi-
layered interpretational reading of the project. Minor sub-

plots, enriching the experience, are edited out. 

Aspects of my booklet production could put my practice
in relation to a diagram practice. The difference is that I do
not rely on the strength of reason, but define a project also
through my subjective private agenda, which is concerned
with the experience of space, caused by the sculpted form
and ongoing dialogue between the lifted object and the acti-
vated ground. Without them there would be no project.
Parallel to the physical design process, reflecting my per-
sonal agenda, I construct a narrative which serves the ob-
server’s agenda, and facilitates the understanding of the
project from this perspective. Both points of view are closely
linked, but do not necessarily reflect each other. The book-
let production helps me to switch between perspectives, and
thus understand the project, and then to lay out a trail in
which I want the project to be read and understood. The
booklet acts like the storyboard of a movie, laying out the
events, using transitions, cross-fades, inserts and cuts, filmic
tools that relate back to my first degree.  

During my 5th PRS Paul Minifie commented on the
booklet reflection: 

“But it seems that this is sort of part of an internal
process as well, that is not dissimilar to the way you discuss
your internal process, where you say you do stuff, but then
there is a moment at which it becomes a thing.  You know,
at which point you identify that the project has some partic-
ular satisfying set of characteristics. But more than that,
they seem to acquire names, right?  And the names give an
account of the qualities that those projects attain for you at
a particular moment, when you go, right. So that is how it
is going to take its form, the air conditioning duct or piece
of ground, or you know, the hovering thing.  That to me is
a really interesting moment, in what you do. It’s almost like

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | Girardigasse - opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tres of fitness studios and offices above a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite
functioning as an infill, the building presents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy

Case study | Thalia Graz

might initially suppress because they are considered to be
errors. Without errors, there would be no evolution – they
are intrinsic to the development of life. Likewise in design.
By supressing the ‘incorrect’ and not giving the unknown
sufficient time or opportunity to develop its potential, we
lose a vital passage to innovation. 

Staging and mediating a confrontation has become my
method of creating errors. It assumes and accepts the alive-
ness and subjectivity of all agents involved – the architec-

lies in its ability to promote a state of deliberate unas-
sured-ness that allows the designer to circumvent the often
internalised and at times mandatory restrictions set up by
professionalisation. Being ‘between’ helps in making con-
nections across the borders of disciplines and connect seem-
ingly unrelated material in order to spur new ideas. 

Here lies the basis of interdisciplinarity, the rejection of
approved ‘best practice’ in favour of asking ‘what if ’. By
temporarily relinquishing control – in particular at the be-
ginning of the design processes – the rigid structure of con-
ventional wisdom can be dissolved, allowing for new
connections to be seen and formed. Working with and
through indeterminate material gives creative agency back
to the designer, who can see anew and discover a situation’s
individual affordance. By masking cultural references or the
functionalist reading of modernity, the responsibility for
form and space are back in the architect’s hands. Neither is
given by a higher order but can be worked out individually.
In the process, designers are asked to define their position
within different and at times conflicting interests, including
the emotional, poetic and spiritual qualities embedded in
architecture.

Being reasonable only gets us to where we already are.
Architecture is a cultural achievement and, as such, a prod-
uct of society. The acceptance of architectural form is based
on being a recognisable part of an existing culture, trigger-
ing a sense of belonging and validity through reference.
Hence, one could define culture as being conservative per
se, as everything that is deemed culturally significant relies
on matching an established canon of values, be it in regard
to form or social behaviours. With this judgement comes a
level of moralisation, where certain aesthetics are deemed
ethically more – or less – valuable than others. Operating
inside a sphere of established values is reassuring. However,
to advance the discipline, we need to step outside of existing
certainties and create ‘a difference which makes a differ-
ence’.  Embracing the unreasonable is a tool to facilitate this
step. It allows for other voices, other spaces – ones that we

site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and
finding ways to incorporate constraints, on the background
of an overarching personal agenda, reflects the specifity of
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpreted as a first at-
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

make the new structure stand out as much as possible, since
a less distinct building would have merely contributed to
the already existing visual noise. The new arrival acted like a
magnetic pole that reorientated the bearings of all the mat-
ter in range. The addition became both a solitaire and a
binder of aggregate by occupying all the gaps between the
disparate buildings while also developing an individual pres-
ence that radiated into the context, giving the entire ensem-
ble a new identity. The new character is the result of a
careful negotiation between the extracted object and the ex-
isting built fabric. A dialogue that sometimes turned into
conflict established the terms of cohabitation and the emer-
gence of different expressions of space: internal space impli-
cated by the object shape, space between the object and
ground, and space radiated by the architectural character.
Although the new building is clearly ‘not from here’, one
can read that it has adapted itself to the local conditions as
much as the existing ground – the four buildings – have
adapted themselves in order to accommodate the new ar-
rival. This follows a process of give and take, out of which
the whole arises as a strengthened unit. This only works if
the character is strong enough to initiate and steer the de-
velopment, as the ground itself has a tendency to cultivate
its inertia and remain inactive as long as it is not challenged.

<H1>Silent activation—Due to the fact that the ground
is made up of existing buildings with a continuous pro-
gramming (theatre, café, workshop, retail outlets and of-
fices), its activation had to remain relatively ‘silent’ in order
to minimise disturbance. This meant that the ground was
predominantly acknowledged by being listened to, and
physical movement had to remain subtle. The ground still
reacted, just not to the extent we would have seen with a
project on natural soil. Parts of the existing offices on the
south-eastern side still caved in to create room for vertical
access, while walls within were thickened to bear the load of
the addition. Some walls on the north-eastern side extended
towards the character, supporting its cantilevering volumes.
Finding ways to incorporate constraints while still catering
for personal agendas reflects the specificity of the architec-

Thalia Graz balances all aspects of my previously dis-
cussed design process. It follows the central chain of
events (field – figure – character / site – ground – activa-
tion) and uses both methods of assessment (emotive cog-
nition & intellectual synthesis) for form finding and
conceptualisation. Its morphological features (compact
yet animated) identify it as representative of my formal
language. Technical topologies like structure, roof,
façade, etc. are integrated into an all-encompassing
skin, supporting the motif of one bodily character.  The
activation of the ground is both ‘silent’ and ‘proactive’. It
is expressed in the way that the ground retreats and ad-
vances in reaction to the new arrival, while at the same
time affecting its transition from field to object to charac-
ter.  Focusing on the object (via the empathy developed
for the ground) responds to my belief that the care and at-
tention I put into the design will radiate back as an en-
ergy that fuels the emergence of space in form of an
emitted ambience or atmosphere. This energy fuels the
most important occurrence of space in this project: the
character’s presence, emanating into the context and
giving it identity. 

1 the topic of vessels is present in other proj-

ects as well: Uralla Court, Suzuki house, EAF

Thalia Graz - floor plan level 6 

Thalia Graz - west & east elevations

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For
me, unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for
interpretation that is missed if the operational realm is con-
fined by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also
mean to position oneself ‘between’ established areas of ex-
pertise or familiarity such as the place I occupy when har-
nessing the two streams of education I undertook, or when
working between different continents and their respective
architectural and academic cultures. Unreasonableness can
be found in the way that I allow intuitive synthesis and
emotive cognition to guide the direction of my projects,
how I misuse or co-opt features from fields unrelated to ar-
chitecture, confront a site with unrelated spatial informa-
tion or empathise with objects and the site. Being
in-between puts the designer in the position of a ‘libero’,  a
free agent, who reaches their goals by fluidly assuming dif-
ferent roles and positions. A prerequisite for this multiva-
lence is the acceptance of momentary unreasonableness and
illogic – or, in other words, the suspension of disbelief and
the engagement in serious play.

The benefit of the unreasonable for creative practices.

Thalia Graz | view towards State Opera House - photo: Herta Hurnaus

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

Masking established connotations and value systems enables
a designer to ‘see anew’ and become aware of the potentials
presented by misappropriated objects, and stage semantic
transfers, in this case from the context of infrastructure to
human habitation. Besides addressing the client’s needs, the
project also offers a social surplus by engaging the public
and the profession in a dialogue about the ways that design
policies shape our cities. By identifying the existing rooftop
infrastructures as a local typology, the project ironically dis-
cusses the council’s guidelines for design approvals, effec-
tively questioning its desire to use the argument of
contextualisation as a means to enforcing the emulation of
local appearances. Discovering such solutions and putting
them to use gives me joy. Creating an object that (1) solves
a problem while (2) having an aesthetic value that con-
tributes positively to the atmosphere of the place and (3) in-
stigates a discourse makes me happy. 

The key principles in the development of the EAF addition
are: (1) identifying air-conditioning units as a prevalent
rooftop typology in the Adelaide CBD, (2) acknowledging
the building code that asks for new developments to mimic
‘local character’ and (3) overlaying both to justify the trans-
formation of a technical infrastructure into a habitat for vis-
iting artists. In this case, volumes originally used for
condensation and evaporation in an air-conditioning unit
now facilitate studio, bedroom and storage spaces. And
while the physical environment stays the same, the context
of reception and evaluation changes from the technical per-
formance of a piece of infrastructure to legalistic guidelines
governing the aesthetics of human habitation. To manage
this displacement, moving from one value system to an-
other, the architectural object draws on a tactical deceit, al-
lowing it to be read as either infrastructure or dwelling,
depending on the viewer’s perspective. In the process of
gaining planning approval, the object disguises itself as a

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. Since this was my first
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects
(heavy mass, compact figures, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
field of information, which I then intended to read and in-
terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and
thus depicted the first instance of the unreasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial
field, and used it as an oblique and heterogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob

differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has
been considered in the modulation of the topography, so
that smooth transitions and inclinations below the thresh-
old of 1 in 20 could be achieved for dedicated corridors.
The frayed design offers multiple choices of movement, as
well as creating different spatial situations for rest or play,
either along the steps and terraces of the riversides, or the
holes and slits in the object. Different forms of interaction
with the water are provided by the defined spaces between
the object and the ground. Further, the voids and slits
within the object will create a spectacle of dappled light un-
derneath the bridge, which will be experienced by those
who cruise the Torrens in paddleboats. 

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

F or the exhibition To the Islands - The Architecture of
Isolated Solutions the curators Jennifer Harvey and
Sean Pickergill asked architects and artists to collabo-

rate and interrogate the architectural qualities within the
concept of islands. We were asked to respond to a chapter
from True Stories, a fictitious piece of travel literature by Lu-
cian of Samosata .1 The text borders on the absurd and reads
as a parody of Homer’s Odyssey. In this project the ‘unrea-
sonable’ was introduced in form of the text we were asked
to respond to, as well as the suggested collaboration with
the artist Margit Brünner. Hélène Frichot writes:

“Margit’s work is ostensibly located between the spatial
arts and performance art, but she is an architect. Her explo-
rations endeavour to discover the best means of producing
joyful affects, with an emphasis on the milieu, or relation-
ship between the environment-world and ever-transforming
subject (or processes of subjectification): this is what she
names atmosphere. Hers is a practice of immanence, ever
located, situated, inspired by embodied learning.”2

We agreed to select two different thematic strands
within Samosta’s text. While I looked at The Isle within the
Whale – Oceanic Monstrosities, Margit focused on The Isle of
the Blessed – Production without Effort. We then set up a
mode of operating in which we would iteratively interpret
each other’s moves. One person would start with an arte-
fact, a model or drawing, then pass it on to the other, who
would develop it further and then return it for the next step
of transformation. 

Margit started by engaging into a conversation with a
site in Port Adelaide, tracing its atmospheric moves by

Dissecting the whale is the most recent step in an ongo-
ing series of installations. Their aim is to explore and
test the topics of my research in a medium that is free
from program or functional constraints, revealing aspira-
tions and contradictions that are present in my work. 

Case study | Dissecting the whale

dock 2 - to the islands | Margit Brünner’s site reading, a sketch model supplied for interpretation

‘drawing’ paper models with a Stanley Knife, and passing
them on. After transcribing them from physical to digital,
in order to familiarise myself with their spatial qualities, I
produced a series of renders, hypothetical spatial scenarios
that anticipated different scales and points of reference. This
formed the point of departure for reading and interpreting
the three dimensional information in regards to traces of the
whale, which I assumed was hiding within. 

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-
faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

tice. They steer a project’s morphological evolution from an
arbitrary input to an intrinsic figure that eventually ad-
vances towards an architectural character. This process is
propelled by two modes of interrogation. One is based on
emotive cognition, giving voice to the site, the architectural
object and the author. The other engages in an analytic syn-
thesis of the observed genesis, aiming to conceptualise a
project by applying a frame of reference that can be shared
with others. The project continuously oscillates between ir-
rational/intuitive advancements and rational/objective steps
of justification, to ‘make sense’ from these two different
epistemological realms. 

In the first instance, the unreasonable acts as a catalyst,
introduced, for example, as a three-dimensional field of in-
formation, a found object, exaptation, or through the col-
laboration with another person to kick-start the design. Its
purpose is to disassociate oneself from superficial predispo-
sitions while at the same time strengthening the position of
the author, who, in the process of working through the for-
eign material, has to make a stand for his own position. My
selection criteria here revolve around the potency of form to
induce space and create emotional responses. Being driven
by emotive cognition represents the second instance of ‘un-
reasonableness’ in my design process. Here, I try to develop
empathy for the objects that I handle, iteratively immersing
myself into each of the project’s protagonists, and eventually
reaching a state of self-forgetfulness where work becomes se-
rious play. Sensing a lead for a possible solution affects me
as a bodily feeling – a registration of joy that serves as a lit-
mus test for the project’s direction and eventual success. 

A parallel analytic mode of assessment is concerned with
testing the conceptual feasibility of a project by viewing it
through the eyes of an external observer, aiming to deter-
mine purpose and meaning that are valid beyond my own
personal agendas and projections. This step is pursued
through the production of graphic representations, a story-
book that validates a poetic proposal by arguing it through a
different lens. In doing so, I transfer parameters from
graphic design, film and photography into the architectural
context and establish form as a signifier of meaning. I con-
sciously differentiate between my own interest in the project
and those of other audiences, setting up a narrative along
which I seek a project to be read. Alternating between two
modes of assessment assists in understanding the entire on-
tological bandwidth of design, and coalesces personal and
external agendas within a single project. 

Mapping and categorising my past work has revealed a
recurring choreography that employs three main agents: ob-
ject, ground and space. A figure materialises from an ab-
stract field and gradually matures to become an
architectural character that emanates space. In this process,
the initial excess of information is being distilled until no
further simplification is possible, however, without compro-
mising the spatial experiences or the sculptural quality of
the work. My aim is to endow the object with a sense of
personality, enabling an active relationship between the
building and the user. I believe this makes truly sustainable
architecture – unique buildings that are loved. 

How to integrate the location into a design is a core
question of my practice. There are many ways to ‘respect’

Interrogating my practice has unveiled the tactics that I
deploy in order to facilitate the poetics of architecture
within an environment that is dominated by expectations of
quantifiable performance or theory-based validation. A se-
ries of choreographed events sits at the centre of my prac-

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented
his / her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result
the skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we consid-
ered this intervention as part of the transitional processes,
however, after security guards threatened to have the object
removed, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous art-piece that is not attached to a specific artist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or improvisation might be defined as presence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the primacy of architecture-as-form over architecture-as-
context and is based on the acknowledgement of emotional
intelligence and irrational beginnings. 

In the past, I never decided in which way it is best to
talk about my work: through its phenotype (the expressed
features of form), its genotype (the strategic choreography
that determines its genesis) or its modes of assessment
(emotive cognition and intellectual analysis). There ap-
peared to be little acceptance for ‘feeling’ my way forward,
assuming the liveliness of all agents involved and immersing
myself into the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself

and the ground upon which it sits. Initially, the analytic
mode as assessment was a means of concealing the personal
motives that take place in my work. Now, operating be-
tween emotive cognition on the one side and intellectual
synthesis on the other serves to acknowledge the full band-
width of architectural ontology, from experiential and sub-
jective values to the limits of materials, techniques and
meaning. 

This undecidedness led me to understand a key condi-
tion of my practice: to be in-between. Being in-between is a
position that can be considered unreasonable if viewed from

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For me,
unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for inter-
pretation that is missed if the operational realm is confined
by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also mean to
position oneself ‘between’ established areas of expertise or
familiarity such as the place I occupy when harnessing the
two streams of education I undertook, or when working be-
tween different continents and their respective architectural

the whale - to the islands - SASA Gallery Adelaide 2011 | third interpretation

images above: grasshopper used to create the

structural grid inside the whale | based on a

script provided by Victor Leung

the whale - to the islands | first dissection Dissecting the whale - Installation at RMIT Design Hub Dissecting the whale - Installation at RMIT Design Hub
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The blueprint of my design process is a threefold chore-
ography. Its spine is made up of a sequence of events
that are flanked by two different modes of interrogation,
one is intuitive, the other analytic. This chapter examines
how I utilise the unreasonable.

L ooking at my work within the frame of this PhD has
revealed the underlying skeleton of my design process.
The central sequence of the diagram on the left de-

fines ‘what’ happens, while the parallel strategies determine
‘how’ things develop. Most projects starts with the intro-
duction of the unreasonable, either in the form of a field of
information (from which I then extract a concise figure), or
as a found object introduced from a different context. Here-
after the figure engages in a dialogue with the site, a move
that differentiates the figure from the ground, turning it
into a character, while also activating the ground as an en-
tity in its own right. Character and ground then negotiate
the essential quality of the project, which is space. Depend-
ing on each individual project, the two accompanying
modes of operation have a unique impact. The intuitive
synthesis tackles the project from the morphological side. It
evaluates character, ground and space by developing an em-
pathy for each of them. The analytic viewpoint deals with
the project’s perception, the way in which it is assumed to
be read by the audience 1 and myself. This constitutes the
semantic level of the project, relating back to my studies in
visual communication design. Here I engage with an ob-
server’s perspective in order to develop a coherent concep-
tual proposal, and validate the project beyond my subjective
decisions. The format of this analytical stream is a presenta-
tion booklet that accompanies the project from the very be-
ginning. It tests the conceptual feasibility of a project and
acknowledges the public’s desire for reason. form - space form - meaning

A

X1, X2, X3...

ground
character

field

figure

activated

frame of reference 

conceptualisation

intellectual synthesis 

site

emotive cognition

intuitive synthesis 

dissection

process diagram | The design develops around

a central sequence of choreographed events

that is subject to two modes of assessment. 

Modes | unreasonable

K. Verbeek investigates the benefits of randomness in
the design act2. A project has to have an idea, it needs to
make sense, but it only needs to make sense at the end of
the process. Aiming for reason and determinacy in each
step, particularly at the beginning of a design process, 

can be counterproductive, as it keeps the designer
within the corridors of existing solutions and expectations.
Thus diminishing the possibility to establish novel combi-
nations. Introducing the unreasonable is a technique that
supports drawing connections between seemingly unrelated
fields and materials. The unreasonable forms the fertile soil
from which a conceptual idea can stem in the attempt of
reading and analysing its potential. Careful observation and
the direct handling of material sits at the core of my prac-
tice. They are the prerequisite for hunches to arise, to settle
and form an idea. The unreasonable is introduced in differ-
ent ways in each project, but in any case it is materialised in
a graspable / hand-able form. Sometimes it materialises as a
field of forms; Thalia Graz: voids from the surrounding de-
velopments, River Torrens footbridge: overlay of sketch mod-
els from previous projects, a found object; EAF extension:
air-conditioning units, Uralla Court: sponge and jacked up
boat hull, or via a collaborative process with another author. 

For the exhibition To the Islands the unreasonable was
introduced through the artist Margit Brünner, whose paper
models stood at the beginning of the design process. The
collaboration was laid out in such a way that we would pass
artefacts between us, but would not work on them together.
I received her models and then interpreted them, in order to
produce the next generation of objects. The unreasonable
was nevertheless site related, as Margit had produced them
in response to her performative interactions with a particu-
lar site in Port Adelaide. Anything from the site can con-
tribute to the project in a meaningful way, even when at the

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts

Projects | AN-house

AN-house - south east

The object-orientated ontology of my work is put in rela-
tion to the modes of operation (emotive cognition and in-
tellectual synthesis), the aims I pursue and the
architectural background I come from. Addressing the
morphological evolution of past work and the tendencies
that have become obvious in present work, foreshadow-
ing coming developments.

I t appears as if I’m chasing a very particular whale, as
similar forms occur in different projects, yet I believe
not to have a preconceived idea of the ideal form or

shape at the beginning of a project. It is only on reflection
that shapes can be associated with a particular family of ob-
jects, relating to the way I work or the architectural habitat
I come from. All of my objects have mass and weight, are
clear-cut and often appear hermetically closed. Their fea-
tures are cut from straight or single curved lines that join at
obtuse angles, resulting in compact and heavy figures that
nevertheless express a sense of mobility. Their surfaces are
flat and not articulated or ornamented, except for openings
that are created by peeling or cutting away on an all-encom-
passing skin. Construction is either integrated in the skin or
substituted by internal sub-volumes. There are no structural
grids. The continuous skin and the integrated structure are
probably the most obvious features that support the motif
of an architectural body or creature. 

I use the term creature to express the liveliness of my ar-
chitectural objects. I’m unsure if creature is in fact the right
term, because of its possible zoomorphic connotation. Re-
ferring to the object as a creature does not aim at giving it
validity through a morphological relationship with either
flora or fauna. Its genetic code lies within me, the author’s
personal history and experience, and the field of informa-
tion from which it is extracted. During the course of the

Agents | characters

project the creature itself gathers experiences and thus grad-
ually turns into a character that establishes its place within
the project. Different names – field, figure, creature, charac-
ter – hint at different stages of the design process. In the
end the characters radiate confidence and calmness, as if
being at ease with themselves. Yet there is also a tension
within them, which suggest the potential of movement, of
leaving or taking off, a notion that is amplified by the dis-
tance that they keep to the ground. 

I’m seeking to create a sense of personality within the
characters that populate my work, which has become a pur-
pose in its own right. It links back to how I was brought up
in architecture. Coop Himmelb(l)au established the author
as being at the centre of the design. Through their intuitive
scribbles, an emotion was captured that was then translated
and attempted to be carried through into the built work.
The author is as much present in the work as the client and
the brief, which eventually leads to an authentic, independ-
ent, building. Yet it is not the icon of the object that is at
the centre of my interest, it is the spatial experience. I fabri-
cate the character as an agent that prompts a reaction from
the site, kick starting a dialogue from which the space, be-
tween object and ground, unfurls. This can be identified in
many projects, yet, depending on the circumstances, it is
not equally obvious. At Uralla Court an array of different
spatial situations unfold between the ground and the char-
acter, becoming spatial sequences along different trajecto-
ries; a quality that Wolf D. Prix said to be a particular
attribute of Austrian architecture. For this reason the project
was selected to be part of the Austrian contribution to the
10. Architecture Biennale Venice, 2006.

Designing a sense of personality is interesting because it
supports the idea of an active relationship between the
building and the user. I think of it as a contribution to

The Whale - installation, Port Adelaide, South Australia 2012

sustainability, as, in my terms, sustainability is about
creating environments that we generally want to keep; that
we care about. In much built environment discourse sus-
tainability has been reduced to its functional aspects. One
of the challenges I face is the question of how to talk about
non-quantifiable qualities, as it is so much easier to argue
for things you can apply a number to. 

A building that just feels right, might be sustainable be-
cause it is loved - in the way it feels, smells, looks, behaves -
and therefore will be taken care of and given an extended
lifespan. How to communicate and prove these experiential
qualities in advance, when they only reveal themselves in
the final built work? My personal way of assessing the qual-
ity of a project beforehand, is through the sculptural and
haptic qualities of the characters and situations I design and
handle, during all stages of the design process. They must
feel right. I believe that a carefully treated model, that in it-
self has a presence and an aura, is my best tool in maintain-
ing the quality of the project, right through to the built
work. 

Parallel to the sculptural qualities of a project, I am
committed to all functional aspects - program, structure,
circulation, services, etc. - but I am not interested in signify-
ing those. What I am interested in are the poetic elements
that transcend the prosaic. I like a building to be an inhab-
itable sculpture, with the embedded surplus of program.
Mathias Boeckl explains that in Günther Domenig’s work
the “mechanic functionality of the design… is permanently
brought into accordance with the semantic level.”1 I try
doing the same, continuously revising both form and tech-
nical requirements until they coalesce. But, different to
Domenig, I do not want the care for those technical aspects
to be readable. I avoid exposing mechanic and structural

components by including them into the space defining ele-
ments, like internal walls or the skin of the building. The
attention to those aspects is only expressed in the long and
tedious process of tweaking the form until all the functional
aspects have been successfully accommodated. This process
of refinement is part of turning the initial figure into a com-
plex creature or character. The careful thought about struc-
ture, and its integration into the space defining elements, is
evident in the structural models and diagrams I produce, as
well as the detailed drawings that describe the integration of
services into the building’s skin.

Some of the formal similarities shared by my projects
may evolve from the fact that I start with solids, which I
work on in a subtractive manner. When I cut away material
from a block, be it either physical or digital, with a Stanley
knife or a single curve line, I tend to cut at shallow angles,
which results in stocky convex shapes. Whereas sharp and
pointy forms are predominantly the outcome of an additive
process. After the body of the solid is defined, it is shelled,
penetrated for openings, and inserted with sub-volumes. I
intend to realise a character’s formal appearance and spatial
sensation with the smallest possible effort, and “concentrate
forces in a minimum number of points.” 2 In the process of
developing form, the overload of information is being
boiled down, distilled and concentrated to its essence, until
no further simplification is possible without compromising
the spatial experience or sculptural quality of the work. At
Thalia Graz and Uralla Court I & II, the already satisfactory
form was elaborately fine tuned and geometrically simpli-
fied throughout the course of the whole design develop-
ment. I do this by continuously stepping back to a solid
mass model, and then going through the process of shelling
and fenestration, etc., again and again. In doing so I also
have the implementation process in mind, which I do not
want to overcomplicate with unnecessary complexity. 

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette | view from Opernring - photo: Herta Hurnaus

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them from objects into a field
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and
stitch them together in one large object. This process was
guided by immediate gut feeling, as well as the overarching
image of a ship camouflaged by dazzle painting. After defin-
ing a range of different superstructures, three or four figures
were built as physical models and evaluated for their spatial
and sculptural qualities. 

An early abstract render of the site fused the four exist-
ing buildings into one homogenous mass that reminded me
of an ocean liner. This lead to two different lines of re-
search: one into vessels,1 boats, spaceships, planes and sub-
marines, while the other looked into methods of concealing,
including dazzle paintings, camouflage and trompe l’oeil.
The aim was to blend the building into the background as a
means to homogenise the heterogeneous context. The idea

Process—The genesis of the design followed the previ-
ously described steps. In default of an immediate idea, I
produced a sea of spatial information, assuming that the
creature (or whale) was already present yet invisibly sub-
merged within. I then observed the ripples in the water,
waiting for the moment to extract the whale. In this case,
the field of information was provided by an inverted im-
print – materialised voids – of the surrounding densely
built-up area, and then overlaid with the site as digital mod-
els. On screen, the multiple fragments of existing spaces
were viewed in wireframe, turning them from objects into a
field condition. I would then turn individual parts to solid
display and stitch them together into one large object. This
process was guided by an immediate gut feeling. After
defining a range of different superstructures, three to four
figures were built as physical models and evaluated for their
spatial and sculptural qualities. An early abstract render of
the site fused the four existing buildings into one homoge-
nous mass that reminded me of an ocean liner. This led to
two different lines of research: one into vessels (boats, space-
ships, planes and submarines ), and the other into methods
of concealing volumes, including dazzle paintings, camou-
flage and trompe l’oeil. The aim was to blend the building
into the background as a means to homogenising the dis-
parate context.

Creating identity—The idea of camouflage was
dropped, and instead we pursued the opposite approach to

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and
thus influenced the development of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation
and floated in space like a fish in an aquarium. After the ex-
hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

local conditions. Some believe in touching the ground
lightly, others in emulating local appearances. My approach
ignores the lure of nicely considered site relatedness. In-
stead, it relies on the seemingly brutal move of staging a
confrontation between an introduced alien object and the
ground. Buildings do not fly. By keeping the object in an
unstable position, hovering above the ground, I create a
problem that demands a resolution. My aim is to provoke a
reaction from the site that, through my reading and inter-
pretation, reveals and acknowledges the character of the lo-
cation. I do this by empathetically immersing myself into
both object and ground, acting as a seismograph to plot

their intents. The unfolding dialogue is played out in the
void between them. It marks the ‘activation’ of the ground
and the transition of the object into an architectural charac-
ter – one that has been raised by the location. 

The exchange is mediated by the designer, whose own
projections and interpretations become part of the negotia-
tion process. By developing an empathy with both protago-
nists, their individual characteristics are voiced and
translated into form. The formal negotiations refine the po-
sitions of all participating protagonists and translate directly
into their heightened presence, or the energy they emanate,

turning the void between them into space. It is from within
the void that different forms of space emerge as a conse-
quence of the staged antagonism between object and
ground. At this stage, the design process is halted. 

In the course of a project, I am handling three subjects:
the architectural character, the ground and the energy that
develops in the void between them. This energised void
produces space – the core offering of architectural produc-
tion. I have come to understand that ‘activating the ground’
is a means to making the site contribute to the production
of architectural character and space. The path propagates
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Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my
architectural practice. Themes discussed include the
emergence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with
‘unreasonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented
here documents an approach to architectural design in
which these oppositions (confrontations) and the
unreasonable are understood as constructive pathways
towards developing the performative potential of designs
that tap into local histories and voices, including those of
the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself and the
ground it sits upon – to inform the site-related production
of architectural character and space. In doing so, the work
offers encouragement to accept the usefulness and validity
of the unreasonable in architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within

T hrough this research I seek to investigate the role of
the unreasonable in my design process and under-
stand the strategies I deploy to facilitate the poetic as-

pects of architecture and the emergence of space. I will lay
out the conditioning of my spatial intelligence1 in regard to
my personal and professional background, and relate it to
the influences of my peers and mentors. Unfolding the
characteristics of my practice the work will undergo three
steps of reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of
the past work I have done, testing the gained insights
against more recent designs, and, finally, speculating about
subsequent ramifications for future work, both for myself
and others. Working between Austria and Australia added
another duality to the alternating roles within practice-
based research of being both the observer and the observed. 

It was expected that the overlay of three different duali-
ties – practice / research, observer / observed,  Austria / Aus-
tralia - would allow me to discern blind spots in the
everyday practice of my work. A key aspect of my practice is
the continuous reworking of the same topics under changed
circumstances. Themes to be discussed include the emer-
gence of space from a staged opposition between the archi-
tectural object and the site, and the relationship between
intuitive and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both of
these there is a necessary engagement with forms of ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought, action or behaviours. Although this de-
sign research develops around my own specific approaches
and handlings, I believe that the insights gained through
this PhD will be of value to the wider community of de-
signers as they address issues, values and questions inherent
to contemporary design and the production of architecture. 

The main focus of my reflections will be the architec-
tural work I produced since graduating from the masterclass
of Wolf D. Prix at the University for Applied Arts Vienna in

introduction

2000. The working title of my PhD Little Creatures - or ar-
chitecture as chemistry related to the morphological quality
of architectural bodies that utilise the site as a stage in order
to negotiate space. Two different dialogues have informed
the interrogation documented here. One is a series of inter-
views conducted by my colleague Nell Anglae. Some frag-
ments of the interviews have remained in this document.
The other are my presentations at the RMIT Practice Re-
search Seminars, where my work and preliminary findings
were critiqued by colleagues. Transcripts of both have
formed the point of departure for this catalogue, which it-
self became a third layer of analysis.

Prologue covers the non-architectural backdrop from
which my spatial intelligence developed. It concerns aspects
of my family background as well as my studies in Visual
Communication Design which both influence the manner
in which I work today. Coinage looks at my architectural
upbringing, working at Coop Himmelb(l)au, studying in
the masterclass of Wolf D. Prix, and the wider Austrian de-
sign-community. The following two chapters defoliate the
choreography of my design process. Modes interrogates the
two antagonistic strategies of assessment – intuitive and an-
alytic – that accompany the conception of my work. Agents
examines this process from the perspective of its main pro-
tagonist – character, ground, void – and follows their differ-
ent stages of their development. Cases reflects on three
different projects that were done within this PhD, exempli-
fying the discussions and insights from the previous chap-
ters. Conclusion subsumes ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ I design
the way I do, and highlights the implications that arise from
this research.

1 with reference to the work of Leon van

Schaik, see: van Schaik, Spatial Intelligence:

New Futures for Architecture.

process diagram | a mediated conflict between the object and the ground - photo: Peter Whyte

Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my ar-
chitectural practice. Themes discussed include the emer-
gence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented here
documents an approach to architectural design in which
these oppositions (confrontations) and the unreasonable are
understood as constructive pathways towards developing
the performative potential of designs that tap into local his-
tories and voices, including those of the seemingly inani-
mate – the architecture itself and the ground it sits upon –
to inform the site-related production of architectural char-
acter and space. In doing so, the work offers encouragement
to accept the usefulness and validity of the unreasonable in
architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within
a discourse whose evaluation parameters predominantly
involve reason. By examining my own work and that of
other designers, I will show how relinquishing control and
harnessing seemingly illogical actions can become tools in
fostering the emergence of new ideas and solutions in an
otherwise highly regimented environment. The context of
my design work is set by the relationships between existing
fabrics and a secondary layer of architectural form, whose
investigation contributes to the discourse on sensible
models of urban growth, unfolding strategies for retrofit,
additions and densification. The work not only explores
how the interests of multiple custodians and stakeholders
are accommodated, but also examines the architect’s
responsibility to find even more histories and voices to
actualise unrecognised potentials and desires. In doing so,

the work offers a critique on the simplistic appropriation of
modernity in architecture while also raising debates about
the values pursued in design approval processes and the
ways in which site relatedness is both produced and judged. 

The inquiry is carried out through design projects and is
reciprocally influenced by text-based observations.
Accordingly, the findings are communicated in the language
of the discipline – drawings, renders, photographs – and
accompanied by a written exegesis. The introspective
analysis of my architectural work and the in-depth
description of the creative processes steering it offer a
critical perspective on my own work in relation to that of
other designers and architects. Unfolding the characteristics
of my practice, the investigation underwent three steps of
reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of past
work, testing the gained insights against projects that are
currently in production and finally speculating about the
ramifications of this research for future design works. 

The research investigates how unreasonable processes
contribute to architectural production when balanced with
intellectual synthesis. Other dualities include working
between Austria and Australia, and the alternating roles
occupied within the practice-based research of being both
the observer and the observed. It was expected that the
overlay of these three different dualities – unreasonable
versus analytic, observer versus observed, Austria versus
Australia – would allow me to discern the blind spots in my
practice and unfold insights that are of value to the wider
community, addressing issues, values and questions inherent

Projects | Uralla Court 

Uralla Court - north east | lifted mass and ground reaction - image: Daniel Kerbler Uralla Court - interior | inserted volumes hover above the upper floor level - image: Daniel Kerbler

Agents | space

Uralla Court - sketch model, Blackwood, SA 2004

Interrogating the way in which different forms of space
materialize in response to separating the architectural
object from the ground. This is discussed in relation to
my coinage and the processes I employ to sense and cul-
tivate the mysterious nature of space.

L ifting the object differentiates it from the ground and
establishes the character as an independent entity. The
move creates a void that bears the potential to become

space. Leaving the object hovering and not touching the
ground follows a choreography that is only slightly altered
from project to project. Over the years this has resulted in a
formal language that discusses the placement of objects in
relation to each other and the ground. Lifting the mass has
a clear relationship to Coop Himmelb(l)au. The picture of
the leaping whale is a brand-mark that many of Wolf D.
Prix’s students carry. The image, in conjunction with Prix’s
quotations from Moby Dick1, epitomizes the essence of
man’s struggle with the elements, which transcends into the
“irrational battle against gravity.”2 This battle is continuous
in the lineage of Austrian Expressionism as the “expression
of the human struggle against the powers of fate.”3 The
photograph of a whale lifting himself up, out of the water
and into the air, proves that gravity can be overcome, even if
just for a moment and with great effort. Effort is actually
the point, as it is about overcoming one’s own weight, one’s
self. The mantra of the leaping whale has been repeated
again and again, so that one should not lose faith that it is
possible. If the whale can do it, then we can do it, if we are
prepared to overcome ourselves and invest into the effort.
Wolf D. Prix set this up as a goal, and we are all trying to
prove ourselves.

However, lifting the mass is not an invention of Coop Him-
melb(l)au. “Like all architects everywhere, Coop

Himmelb(l)au loves to wrestle with Newton’s gravity, archi-
tecture’s best friend.” 4 Friedrich Kiessler’s city in space
(1925)5 is a visionary model for a city hovering above the
ground, (relating to El Lissitzky’s sky hooks from 1924)
which could be described as the Austrian founding moment
for the desire to counteract gravity. Dieter Bogner points
out that the motif of hovering is also present in Kiessler’s
Nucleus house (1931), the Space house (1933) and early ver-
sions of the Endless house, which is lifted up from the
ground by columns.6 Constant Nieuwenhuys lifts up an en-
tire city for the New Babylon project (1950-1960), Hans
Hollein proposes Superstructures above Vienna (1960) and a
Communication-interchange City (1963), both hovering
above existing cities. And while Günther Zamp Kelp (Ar-
chitecture School, 1965), Laurids Ortner (47. Stadt, 1966)
and Wolf D. Prix (Wohnhausanlage,1966) propose the de-
tachment from the ground in their student work, Lina Bo
Bardi already realises the lift with her Sao Paulo Art mu-
seum (1968), hovering above a public plaza and being sus-
pended from two massive concrete frames.

Lifting the mass responds to my coinage and the expecta-
tions that come with it. Opposing the gravitational pull,
while being equipped with the morphological attributes of
an object-oriented ontology, establishes the object as an in-
dependent body with a life of its own. The object has be-
come an actor, for whom the city or landscape (established
as a subject in their own right - activated ground) becomes a
partner in an ongoing dialogue. A negotiation process of
lifting, pushing and pulling unfurls, one that carves out
both actors’ specific attributes and establishes space in and
between them. ‘In-between’ is where I extend upon the
coinage of my mentors, and establish my own line of in-
quiry. I make a pact with the sea (ground) and turn it from
a backdrop into a character in its own right. The whale then
not just leaps but is also being lifted, evidencing a dynamic

In the foreword to Get off of my Cloud, Jeffrey Kipnis points
out that lifting the mass is not an end in itself, instead it
stands for liberation from the repressive machinery of
power, associated with ownership and control over the
ground-plane. Kipnis links Himmelb(l)au’s desire 

platforms are an “assault against the primacy of the ground”
7 and a first step towards the democratisation of the ground
plane. Coop Himmelb(l)au’s work extends a lineage that
“does not just deal with feudal control but also with the reg-
ulatory systems of architectural planning.”8 This is master-
fully demonstrated with their Falkestrasse rooftop
extension, where Coop Himmelb(l)au declare the architec-
ture a piece of art, exploiting a loophole within the council’s
legal provisions and allowing the building to proceed where
Council’s rules would otherwise have inhibited it. But the
conceptual circumnavigation is not enough. Himmelb(l)au
is not a theoretical practice that is satisfied with the repre-
sentation of an idea, instead they need to physically build in
order to give phenomenological evidence. 

The phenomenological evidence I am looking for lies in the
space that can be experienced flowing in and between the
sub-volumes of the built form and the ground, where the
continuity of the space meets the continuity of the land-
scape. In an ideal setup I imagine the space between object
and ground to be a spatial knot, whose loose ends branch
out in all directions, horizontally and vertically. I am look-
ing for a fusion of different instances of space: the space im-
plicated by the overall form and its sub-volumes, the space
between those volumes and the ground, and the space that
both character and ground radiate through their presence.
Chillida describes three different forms of space: a) space as
an energy that a place or object radiates, b) the space be-
tween objects, c) the space within an object. The space

within is indicated by the object’s outside appearance, its
shell, and thus feeds the aura of the object. In my process
radiant space happens when the object has been developed
in such a way that it becomes a character. It then emanates
space in form of an ambience. Through dialogue with the
character, the ground expresses its own qualities, becoming
activated and emanating space. The void between is being
charged by the presence of both object and ground. It now
radiates space in the form of an atmosphere, as well as de-
scribing the physical extents of the space they frame. This is
the archetypical script for my projects. The plans and sec-
tions for Uralla Court I illustrate this dynamic.9 All the indi-
vidual pockets of space are interconnected, which allows the
space to flow freely between them. This entity of multiple
spatial situations can never be physically overlooked, it is
only graspable as a whole through imagination or as a se-
quence of events in time.

For me space is dead – a mere void - when its configuration
can be grasped or imagined by a single look. It is alive,
when the spatial configuration can not be understood from
a single vantage point. When time and movement need to
be invested, and even then the space still remains ungras-
pable, keeping a certain mystery. Walking through a build-
ing and never actually reaching the point where everything
is understood, that is the ideal. This is the condition when
the complexity of the building reaches that of natural envi-
ronments, yet without mimicking their formal appearances.
I try to offer as many choices as possible, as many variations
of spatial situations as the program allows. That is, I believe,
my role as an architect. I have to organise space and pro-
gram, but within that I offer various perceptions, like what
might be encountered when wandering through a forest or
the bush. Today, when cities are growing at the expense of
natural environments, therefore limiting our experiential
bandwidth, architecture will have to give back and increase

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The result is an internally defined ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia. Uralla Court II
is the redesign of the original Uralla Court with changed pa-
rameters; the reduction of program and usable space by two
thirds. The spatial concept remains the same, previously en-
closed spaces at the lower level are now used as sheltered
outdoor spaces. Mapping and categorising my past work
has revealed a recurring choreography that employs three
main agents: object, ground and space. 

Uralla Court - between building shell and hovering volume

Uralla Court II - south east & south west - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - cross section and structural diagram

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

The competition entry for the Austrian Expo Pavilion 2010
was conceived as one large resonating body, working as a

AN-house - ground reaction 

AN-house - sections and floor plans 

Modes | analytic

AN-house - booklet | interrogating the problem

through graphic representation and reflection

Interrogating the way in which I use a second mode of
assessment - the analytic – in order to view the project
through the eyes of an observer, aiming to determine pur-
pose and meaning that are valid beyond my own per-
sonal interests.

“Design is about ideas that are so simple that one should be
able to explain them to someone else over the phone.” 1

P arallel to the subjective complex of the relationship
between character and the ground, and the emer-
gence of space, runs the booklet reflection. It puts

me in a position in which I aim to see the project from an
outside perspective, through the eyes of an observer. During
my studies in visual communication design I started to con-
sciously differentiate between my own perspective and that
of an external audience. I continue this practice, when I test
and validate the conceptual feasibility of a project, through
the production of a presentation booklet that runs parallel
to the design from the start. Producing a graphic representa-
tion, even though a conclusive solution has not yet been
found, helps me to sieve through the material and select the
pieces from which a coherent proposal can be formed. I do
so by applying different frames of reference, which explore
where the project’s contribution might lie. Conceptual feasi-
bility is achieved when the project’s argument can be con-
densed in an abstract form and successfully communicated.
Insights from this process continuously feed back into the
design process, where I try to coalesce personal and external
agendas. The booklet production facilitates the iterative
break between doing and assessing, between making choices
and weeding out excess, in order to arrive at an idea that
can be shared with others. Ideally I am then able to coalesce
personal and external agendas within a single project.

A current example is the booklet for the AN-house 2. It
accompanied the project from the beginning onwards and
was also used to discuss the design with the client. Each
booklet starts with defining the format and setting up a
graphical design grid, depending on whether it will be used
for print, or as a digital presentation as well. The durable
record you are holding in your hands, for instance, was con-
ceived as both booklet and screen presentation, and I have
used it in this format since my first PRS presentation. In the
case of the AN-house it was just for print purposes. It
started with visualising the design’s legal context, followed
by an array of massing models that explore what is legally
possible and which different approaches could be taken. It
is important to me that I enjoy working on the booklet. It is
not just a dry record of facts and actions, it also includes
references to my own background, in this case my travels in
Chile, or topics relating to the client. The client here is a
food stylist, who had introduced me to Meatpaper,3 a print
magazine of art and ideas about meat. I picked this up in
the way I illustrated the client’s brief scenarios, in the form
of a meat chart, which explains where the different cuts
come from. In the end the booklet builds up a visual narra-
tive that follows and illustrates the design ideas. Through it
I keep track of the various lines of thought, critically reflect
on my ideas, communicate them with the client, as well as,
in an amended version, with the local Council.

In the seminal exhibition Architecture 4 at Galerie St.
Stephan, Hans Hollein argues that architecture is not the
materialisation of its function, but the transformation of an
idea through the act of building. 

“Architecture is without purpose. What we build will
find its usefulness. Form does not follow function. Form
does not originate by itself. It is the great decision of man to
make a building into a cube, a pyramid or a sphere. 

...we are building what we want, making an architecture
that is not determined by technique, but that uses tech-
nique – pure, absolute architecture.” 5 Hollein’s critique on
the simplified reading of modernity during the 1960’s is an
articulate acknowledgement and endorsement of the poetic 
and spiritual qualities within architecture. 

It is an easy way out if architects base their design on quan-
tifiable equations of functional performance. For him a
building becomes architecture when it expresses the human
need to create objects that transcend their applicability. 

His commentary is still valid today, as it is much easier
to gain acceptance for a design, if it can deliver a genealogy
that exists within the realm of reason, than it is to argue for
the unquantifiable qualities of space. Sensing the qualities
of space happens in an intimate dialogue between the indi-
vidual and the physical object. It is determined by our pres-
ent awareness as much as our past experiences. Thus
assessing space is a subjective matter, and ‘recorded’ through
our bodily reactions. These ‘feelings’ are then translated to
more objective yet still unquantifiable terms like pleasant,
animated, elevating, gloomy, stale, harsh, etc., in order to
communicate our experiences. However, neither words nor
drawings can properly project spatial experiences in ad-
vance. They can evoke connotations in the learned, but the
spatial experience itself can not be predictably proven.
Within a discourse, whose predominant evaluation parame-
ters revolve around logic and reason, or expectations of
quantifiable performance, diagram architecture has become
very successful. It reduces a complex relationship to a few
aspects that are either quantifiable or function through vi-
sual resemblance. The result (building) is measured only
against its simplified projection (diagram), and thus appears
coherent. However, this happens on the expense of a multi-
layered interpretational reading of the project. Minor sub-

plots, enriching the experience, are edited out. 

Aspects of my booklet production could put my practice
in relation to a diagram practice. The difference is that I do
not rely on the strength of reason, but define a project also
through my subjective private agenda, which is concerned
with the experience of space, caused by the sculpted form
and ongoing dialogue between the lifted object and the acti-
vated ground. Without them there would be no project.
Parallel to the physical design process, reflecting my per-
sonal agenda, I construct a narrative which serves the ob-
server’s agenda, and facilitates the understanding of the
project from this perspective. Both points of view are closely
linked, but do not necessarily reflect each other. The book-
let production helps me to switch between perspectives, and
thus understand the project, and then to lay out a trail in
which I want the project to be read and understood. The
booklet acts like the storyboard of a movie, laying out the
events, using transitions, cross-fades, inserts and cuts, filmic
tools that relate back to my first degree.  

During my 5th PRS Paul Minifie commented on the
booklet reflection: 

“But it seems that this is sort of part of an internal
process as well, that is not dissimilar to the way you discuss
your internal process, where you say you do stuff, but then
there is a moment at which it becomes a thing.  You know,
at which point you identify that the project has some partic-
ular satisfying set of characteristics. But more than that,
they seem to acquire names, right?  And the names give an
account of the qualities that those projects attain for you at
a particular moment, when you go, right. So that is how it
is going to take its form, the air conditioning duct or piece
of ground, or you know, the hovering thing.  That to me is
a really interesting moment, in what you do. It’s almost like

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | Girardigasse - opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tres of fitness studios and offices above a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite
functioning as an infill, the building presents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy

Case study | Thalia Graz

might initially suppress because they are considered to be
errors. Without errors, there would be no evolution – they
are intrinsic to the development of life. Likewise in design.
By supressing the ‘incorrect’ and not giving the unknown
sufficient time or opportunity to develop its potential, we
lose a vital passage to innovation. 

Staging and mediating a confrontation has become my
method of creating errors. It assumes and accepts the alive-
ness and subjectivity of all agents involved – the architec-

lies in its ability to promote a state of deliberate unas-
sured-ness that allows the designer to circumvent the often
internalised and at times mandatory restrictions set up by
professionalisation. Being ‘between’ helps in making con-
nections across the borders of disciplines and connect seem-
ingly unrelated material in order to spur new ideas. 

Here lies the basis of interdisciplinarity, the rejection of
approved ‘best practice’ in favour of asking ‘what if ’. By
temporarily relinquishing control – in particular at the be-
ginning of the design processes – the rigid structure of con-
ventional wisdom can be dissolved, allowing for new
connections to be seen and formed. Working with and
through indeterminate material gives creative agency back
to the designer, who can see anew and discover a situation’s
individual affordance. By masking cultural references or the
functionalist reading of modernity, the responsibility for
form and space are back in the architect’s hands. Neither is
given by a higher order but can be worked out individually.
In the process, designers are asked to define their position
within different and at times conflicting interests, including
the emotional, poetic and spiritual qualities embedded in
architecture.

Being reasonable only gets us to where we already are.
Architecture is a cultural achievement and, as such, a prod-
uct of society. The acceptance of architectural form is based
on being a recognisable part of an existing culture, trigger-
ing a sense of belonging and validity through reference.
Hence, one could define culture as being conservative per
se, as everything that is deemed culturally significant relies
on matching an established canon of values, be it in regard
to form or social behaviours. With this judgement comes a
level of moralisation, where certain aesthetics are deemed
ethically more – or less – valuable than others. Operating
inside a sphere of established values is reassuring. However,
to advance the discipline, we need to step outside of existing
certainties and create ‘a difference which makes a differ-
ence’.  Embracing the unreasonable is a tool to facilitate this
step. It allows for other voices, other spaces – ones that we

site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and
finding ways to incorporate constraints, on the background
of an overarching personal agenda, reflects the specifity of
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpreted as a first at-
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

make the new structure stand out as much as possible, since
a less distinct building would have merely contributed to
the already existing visual noise. The new arrival acted like a
magnetic pole that reorientated the bearings of all the mat-
ter in range. The addition became both a solitaire and a
binder of aggregate by occupying all the gaps between the
disparate buildings while also developing an individual pres-
ence that radiated into the context, giving the entire ensem-
ble a new identity. The new character is the result of a
careful negotiation between the extracted object and the ex-
isting built fabric. A dialogue that sometimes turned into
conflict established the terms of cohabitation and the emer-
gence of different expressions of space: internal space impli-
cated by the object shape, space between the object and
ground, and space radiated by the architectural character.
Although the new building is clearly ‘not from here’, one
can read that it has adapted itself to the local conditions as
much as the existing ground – the four buildings – have
adapted themselves in order to accommodate the new ar-
rival. This follows a process of give and take, out of which
the whole arises as a strengthened unit. This only works if
the character is strong enough to initiate and steer the de-
velopment, as the ground itself has a tendency to cultivate
its inertia and remain inactive as long as it is not challenged.

<H1>Silent activation—Due to the fact that the ground
is made up of existing buildings with a continuous pro-
gramming (theatre, café, workshop, retail outlets and of-
fices), its activation had to remain relatively ‘silent’ in order
to minimise disturbance. This meant that the ground was
predominantly acknowledged by being listened to, and
physical movement had to remain subtle. The ground still
reacted, just not to the extent we would have seen with a
project on natural soil. Parts of the existing offices on the
south-eastern side still caved in to create room for vertical
access, while walls within were thickened to bear the load of
the addition. Some walls on the north-eastern side extended
towards the character, supporting its cantilevering volumes.
Finding ways to incorporate constraints while still catering
for personal agendas reflects the specificity of the architec-

Thalia Graz balances all aspects of my previously dis-
cussed design process. It follows the central chain of
events (field – figure – character / site – ground – activa-
tion) and uses both methods of assessment (emotive cog-
nition & intellectual synthesis) for form finding and
conceptualisation. Its morphological features (compact
yet animated) identify it as representative of my formal
language. Technical topologies like structure, roof,
façade, etc. are integrated into an all-encompassing
skin, supporting the motif of one bodily character.  The
activation of the ground is both ‘silent’ and ‘proactive’. It
is expressed in the way that the ground retreats and ad-
vances in reaction to the new arrival, while at the same
time affecting its transition from field to object to charac-
ter.  Focusing on the object (via the empathy developed
for the ground) responds to my belief that the care and at-
tention I put into the design will radiate back as an en-
ergy that fuels the emergence of space in form of an
emitted ambience or atmosphere. This energy fuels the
most important occurrence of space in this project: the
character’s presence, emanating into the context and
giving it identity. 

1 the topic of vessels is present in other proj-

ects as well: Uralla Court, Suzuki house, EAF

Thalia Graz - floor plan level 6 

Thalia Graz - west & east elevations

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For
me, unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for
interpretation that is missed if the operational realm is con-
fined by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also
mean to position oneself ‘between’ established areas of ex-
pertise or familiarity such as the place I occupy when har-
nessing the two streams of education I undertook, or when
working between different continents and their respective
architectural and academic cultures. Unreasonableness can
be found in the way that I allow intuitive synthesis and
emotive cognition to guide the direction of my projects,
how I misuse or co-opt features from fields unrelated to ar-
chitecture, confront a site with unrelated spatial informa-
tion or empathise with objects and the site. Being
in-between puts the designer in the position of a ‘libero’,  a
free agent, who reaches their goals by fluidly assuming dif-
ferent roles and positions. A prerequisite for this multiva-
lence is the acceptance of momentary unreasonableness and
illogic – or, in other words, the suspension of disbelief and
the engagement in serious play.

The benefit of the unreasonable for creative practices.

Thalia Graz | view towards State Opera House - photo: Herta Hurnaus

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

Masking established connotations and value systems enables
a designer to ‘see anew’ and become aware of the potentials
presented by misappropriated objects, and stage semantic
transfers, in this case from the context of infrastructure to
human habitation. Besides addressing the client’s needs, the
project also offers a social surplus by engaging the public
and the profession in a dialogue about the ways that design
policies shape our cities. By identifying the existing rooftop
infrastructures as a local typology, the project ironically dis-
cusses the council’s guidelines for design approvals, effec-
tively questioning its desire to use the argument of
contextualisation as a means to enforcing the emulation of
local appearances. Discovering such solutions and putting
them to use gives me joy. Creating an object that (1) solves
a problem while (2) having an aesthetic value that con-
tributes positively to the atmosphere of the place and (3) in-
stigates a discourse makes me happy. 

The key principles in the development of the EAF addition
are: (1) identifying air-conditioning units as a prevalent
rooftop typology in the Adelaide CBD, (2) acknowledging
the building code that asks for new developments to mimic
‘local character’ and (3) overlaying both to justify the trans-
formation of a technical infrastructure into a habitat for vis-
iting artists. In this case, volumes originally used for
condensation and evaporation in an air-conditioning unit
now facilitate studio, bedroom and storage spaces. And
while the physical environment stays the same, the context
of reception and evaluation changes from the technical per-
formance of a piece of infrastructure to legalistic guidelines
governing the aesthetics of human habitation. To manage
this displacement, moving from one value system to an-
other, the architectural object draws on a tactical deceit, al-
lowing it to be read as either infrastructure or dwelling,
depending on the viewer’s perspective. In the process of
gaining planning approval, the object disguises itself as a

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. Since this was my first
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects
(heavy mass, compact figures, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
field of information, which I then intended to read and in-
terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and
thus depicted the first instance of the unreasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial
field, and used it as an oblique and heterogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob

differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has
been considered in the modulation of the topography, so
that smooth transitions and inclinations below the thresh-
old of 1 in 20 could be achieved for dedicated corridors.
The frayed design offers multiple choices of movement, as
well as creating different spatial situations for rest or play,
either along the steps and terraces of the riversides, or the
holes and slits in the object. Different forms of interaction
with the water are provided by the defined spaces between
the object and the ground. Further, the voids and slits
within the object will create a spectacle of dappled light un-
derneath the bridge, which will be experienced by those
who cruise the Torrens in paddleboats. 

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

F or the exhibition To the Islands - The Architecture of
Isolated Solutions the curators Jennifer Harvey and
Sean Pickergill asked architects and artists to collabo-

rate and interrogate the architectural qualities within the
concept of islands. We were asked to respond to a chapter
from True Stories, a fictitious piece of travel literature by Lu-
cian of Samosata .1 The text borders on the absurd and reads
as a parody of Homer’s Odyssey. In this project the ‘unrea-
sonable’ was introduced in form of the text we were asked
to respond to, as well as the suggested collaboration with
the artist Margit Brünner. Hélène Frichot writes:

“Margit’s work is ostensibly located between the spatial
arts and performance art, but she is an architect. Her explo-
rations endeavour to discover the best means of producing
joyful affects, with an emphasis on the milieu, or relation-
ship between the environment-world and ever-transforming
subject (or processes of subjectification): this is what she
names atmosphere. Hers is a practice of immanence, ever
located, situated, inspired by embodied learning.”2

We agreed to select two different thematic strands
within Samosta’s text. While I looked at The Isle within the
Whale – Oceanic Monstrosities, Margit focused on The Isle of
the Blessed – Production without Effort. We then set up a
mode of operating in which we would iteratively interpret
each other’s moves. One person would start with an arte-
fact, a model or drawing, then pass it on to the other, who
would develop it further and then return it for the next step
of transformation. 

Margit started by engaging into a conversation with a
site in Port Adelaide, tracing its atmospheric moves by

Dissecting the whale is the most recent step in an ongo-
ing series of installations. Their aim is to explore and
test the topics of my research in a medium that is free
from program or functional constraints, revealing aspira-
tions and contradictions that are present in my work. 

Case study | Dissecting the whale

dock 2 - to the islands | Margit Brünner’s site reading, a sketch model supplied for interpretation

‘drawing’ paper models with a Stanley Knife, and passing
them on. After transcribing them from physical to digital,
in order to familiarise myself with their spatial qualities, I
produced a series of renders, hypothetical spatial scenarios
that anticipated different scales and points of reference. This
formed the point of departure for reading and interpreting
the three dimensional information in regards to traces of the
whale, which I assumed was hiding within. 

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-
faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

tice. They steer a project’s morphological evolution from an
arbitrary input to an intrinsic figure that eventually ad-
vances towards an architectural character. This process is
propelled by two modes of interrogation. One is based on
emotive cognition, giving voice to the site, the architectural
object and the author. The other engages in an analytic syn-
thesis of the observed genesis, aiming to conceptualise a
project by applying a frame of reference that can be shared
with others. The project continuously oscillates between ir-
rational/intuitive advancements and rational/objective steps
of justification, to ‘make sense’ from these two different
epistemological realms. 

In the first instance, the unreasonable acts as a catalyst,
introduced, for example, as a three-dimensional field of in-
formation, a found object, exaptation, or through the col-
laboration with another person to kick-start the design. Its
purpose is to disassociate oneself from superficial predispo-
sitions while at the same time strengthening the position of
the author, who, in the process of working through the for-
eign material, has to make a stand for his own position. My
selection criteria here revolve around the potency of form to
induce space and create emotional responses. Being driven
by emotive cognition represents the second instance of ‘un-
reasonableness’ in my design process. Here, I try to develop
empathy for the objects that I handle, iteratively immersing
myself into each of the project’s protagonists, and eventually
reaching a state of self-forgetfulness where work becomes se-
rious play. Sensing a lead for a possible solution affects me
as a bodily feeling – a registration of joy that serves as a lit-
mus test for the project’s direction and eventual success. 

A parallel analytic mode of assessment is concerned with
testing the conceptual feasibility of a project by viewing it
through the eyes of an external observer, aiming to deter-
mine purpose and meaning that are valid beyond my own
personal agendas and projections. This step is pursued
through the production of graphic representations, a story-
book that validates a poetic proposal by arguing it through a
different lens. In doing so, I transfer parameters from
graphic design, film and photography into the architectural
context and establish form as a signifier of meaning. I con-
sciously differentiate between my own interest in the project
and those of other audiences, setting up a narrative along
which I seek a project to be read. Alternating between two
modes of assessment assists in understanding the entire on-
tological bandwidth of design, and coalesces personal and
external agendas within a single project. 

Mapping and categorising my past work has revealed a
recurring choreography that employs three main agents: ob-
ject, ground and space. A figure materialises from an ab-
stract field and gradually matures to become an
architectural character that emanates space. In this process,
the initial excess of information is being distilled until no
further simplification is possible, however, without compro-
mising the spatial experiences or the sculptural quality of
the work. My aim is to endow the object with a sense of
personality, enabling an active relationship between the
building and the user. I believe this makes truly sustainable
architecture – unique buildings that are loved. 

How to integrate the location into a design is a core
question of my practice. There are many ways to ‘respect’

Interrogating my practice has unveiled the tactics that I
deploy in order to facilitate the poetics of architecture
within an environment that is dominated by expectations of
quantifiable performance or theory-based validation. A se-
ries of choreographed events sits at the centre of my prac-

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented
his / her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result
the skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we consid-
ered this intervention as part of the transitional processes,
however, after security guards threatened to have the object
removed, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous art-piece that is not attached to a specific artist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or improvisation might be defined as presence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the primacy of architecture-as-form over architecture-as-
context and is based on the acknowledgement of emotional
intelligence and irrational beginnings. 

In the past, I never decided in which way it is best to
talk about my work: through its phenotype (the expressed
features of form), its genotype (the strategic choreography
that determines its genesis) or its modes of assessment
(emotive cognition and intellectual analysis). There ap-
peared to be little acceptance for ‘feeling’ my way forward,
assuming the liveliness of all agents involved and immersing
myself into the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself

and the ground upon which it sits. Initially, the analytic
mode as assessment was a means of concealing the personal
motives that take place in my work. Now, operating be-
tween emotive cognition on the one side and intellectual
synthesis on the other serves to acknowledge the full band-
width of architectural ontology, from experiential and sub-
jective values to the limits of materials, techniques and
meaning. 

This undecidedness led me to understand a key condi-
tion of my practice: to be in-between. Being in-between is a
position that can be considered unreasonable if viewed from

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For me,
unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for inter-
pretation that is missed if the operational realm is confined
by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also mean to
position oneself ‘between’ established areas of expertise or
familiarity such as the place I occupy when harnessing the
two streams of education I undertook, or when working be-
tween different continents and their respective architectural

the whale - to the islands - SASA Gallery Adelaide 2011 | third interpretation
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The blueprint of my design process is a threefold chore-
ography. Its spine is made up of a sequence of events
that are flanked by two different modes of interrogation,
one is intuitive, the other analytic. This chapter examines
how I utilise the unreasonable.

L ooking at my work within the frame of this PhD has
revealed the underlying skeleton of my design process.
The central sequence of the diagram on the left de-

fines ‘what’ happens, while the parallel strategies determine
‘how’ things develop. Most projects starts with the intro-
duction of the unreasonable, either in the form of a field of
information (from which I then extract a concise figure), or
as a found object introduced from a different context. Here-
after the figure engages in a dialogue with the site, a move
that differentiates the figure from the ground, turning it
into a character, while also activating the ground as an en-
tity in its own right. Character and ground then negotiate
the essential quality of the project, which is space. Depend-
ing on each individual project, the two accompanying
modes of operation have a unique impact. The intuitive
synthesis tackles the project from the morphological side. It
evaluates character, ground and space by developing an em-
pathy for each of them. The analytic viewpoint deals with
the project’s perception, the way in which it is assumed to
be read by the audience 1 and myself. This constitutes the
semantic level of the project, relating back to my studies in
visual communication design. Here I engage with an ob-
server’s perspective in order to develop a coherent concep-
tual proposal, and validate the project beyond my subjective
decisions. The format of this analytical stream is a presenta-
tion booklet that accompanies the project from the very be-
ginning. It tests the conceptual feasibility of a project and
acknowledges the public’s desire for reason. form - space form - meaning
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process diagram | The design develops around

a central sequence of choreographed events

that is subject to two modes of assessment. 

Modes | unreasonable

K. Verbeek investigates the benefits of randomness in
the design act2. A project has to have an idea, it needs to
make sense, but it only needs to make sense at the end of
the process. Aiming for reason and determinacy in each
step, particularly at the beginning of a design process, 

can be counterproductive, as it keeps the designer
within the corridors of existing solutions and expectations.
Thus diminishing the possibility to establish novel combi-
nations. Introducing the unreasonable is a technique that
supports drawing connections between seemingly unrelated
fields and materials. The unreasonable forms the fertile soil
from which a conceptual idea can stem in the attempt of
reading and analysing its potential. Careful observation and
the direct handling of material sits at the core of my prac-
tice. They are the prerequisite for hunches to arise, to settle
and form an idea. The unreasonable is introduced in differ-
ent ways in each project, but in any case it is materialised in
a graspable / hand-able form. Sometimes it materialises as a
field of forms; Thalia Graz: voids from the surrounding de-
velopments, River Torrens footbridge: overlay of sketch mod-
els from previous projects, a found object; EAF extension:
air-conditioning units, Uralla Court: sponge and jacked up
boat hull, or via a collaborative process with another author. 

For the exhibition To the Islands the unreasonable was
introduced through the artist Margit Brünner, whose paper
models stood at the beginning of the design process. The
collaboration was laid out in such a way that we would pass
artefacts between us, but would not work on them together.
I received her models and then interpreted them, in order to
produce the next generation of objects. The unreasonable
was nevertheless site related, as Margit had produced them
in response to her performative interactions with a particu-
lar site in Port Adelaide. Anything from the site can con-
tribute to the project in a meaningful way, even when at the

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts

Projects | AN-house

AN-house - south east

The object-orientated ontology of my work is put in rela-
tion to the modes of operation (emotive cognition and in-
tellectual synthesis), the aims I pursue and the
architectural background I come from. Addressing the
morphological evolution of past work and the tendencies
that have become obvious in present work, foreshadow-
ing coming developments.

I t appears as if I’m chasing a very particular whale, as
similar forms occur in different projects, yet I believe
not to have a preconceived idea of the ideal form or

shape at the beginning of a project. It is only on reflection
that shapes can be associated with a particular family of ob-
jects, relating to the way I work or the architectural habitat
I come from. All of my objects have mass and weight, are
clear-cut and often appear hermetically closed. Their fea-
tures are cut from straight or single curved lines that join at
obtuse angles, resulting in compact and heavy figures that
nevertheless express a sense of mobility. Their surfaces are
flat and not articulated or ornamented, except for openings
that are created by peeling or cutting away on an all-encom-
passing skin. Construction is either integrated in the skin or
substituted by internal sub-volumes. There are no structural
grids. The continuous skin and the integrated structure are
probably the most obvious features that support the motif
of an architectural body or creature. 

I use the term creature to express the liveliness of my ar-
chitectural objects. I’m unsure if creature is in fact the right
term, because of its possible zoomorphic connotation. Re-
ferring to the object as a creature does not aim at giving it
validity through a morphological relationship with either
flora or fauna. Its genetic code lies within me, the author’s
personal history and experience, and the field of informa-
tion from which it is extracted. During the course of the

Agents | characters

project the creature itself gathers experiences and thus grad-
ually turns into a character that establishes its place within
the project. Different names – field, figure, creature, charac-
ter – hint at different stages of the design process. In the
end the characters radiate confidence and calmness, as if
being at ease with themselves. Yet there is also a tension
within them, which suggest the potential of movement, of
leaving or taking off, a notion that is amplified by the dis-
tance that they keep to the ground. 

I’m seeking to create a sense of personality within the
characters that populate my work, which has become a pur-
pose in its own right. It links back to how I was brought up
in architecture. Coop Himmelb(l)au established the author
as being at the centre of the design. Through their intuitive
scribbles, an emotion was captured that was then translated
and attempted to be carried through into the built work.
The author is as much present in the work as the client and
the brief, which eventually leads to an authentic, independ-
ent, building. Yet it is not the icon of the object that is at
the centre of my interest, it is the spatial experience. I fabri-
cate the character as an agent that prompts a reaction from
the site, kick starting a dialogue from which the space, be-
tween object and ground, unfurls. This can be identified in
many projects, yet, depending on the circumstances, it is
not equally obvious. At Uralla Court an array of different
spatial situations unfold between the ground and the char-
acter, becoming spatial sequences along different trajecto-
ries; a quality that Wolf D. Prix said to be a particular
attribute of Austrian architecture. For this reason the project
was selected to be part of the Austrian contribution to the
10. Architecture Biennale Venice, 2006.

Designing a sense of personality is interesting because it
supports the idea of an active relationship between the
building and the user. I think of it as a contribution to

The Whale - installation, Port Adelaide, South Australia 2012

sustainability, as, in my terms, sustainability is about
creating environments that we generally want to keep; that
we care about. In much built environment discourse sus-
tainability has been reduced to its functional aspects. One
of the challenges I face is the question of how to talk about
non-quantifiable qualities, as it is so much easier to argue
for things you can apply a number to. 

A building that just feels right, might be sustainable be-
cause it is loved - in the way it feels, smells, looks, behaves -
and therefore will be taken care of and given an extended
lifespan. How to communicate and prove these experiential
qualities in advance, when they only reveal themselves in
the final built work? My personal way of assessing the qual-
ity of a project beforehand, is through the sculptural and
haptic qualities of the characters and situations I design and
handle, during all stages of the design process. They must
feel right. I believe that a carefully treated model, that in it-
self has a presence and an aura, is my best tool in maintain-
ing the quality of the project, right through to the built
work. 

Parallel to the sculptural qualities of a project, I am
committed to all functional aspects - program, structure,
circulation, services, etc. - but I am not interested in signify-
ing those. What I am interested in are the poetic elements
that transcend the prosaic. I like a building to be an inhab-
itable sculpture, with the embedded surplus of program.
Mathias Boeckl explains that in Günther Domenig’s work
the “mechanic functionality of the design… is permanently
brought into accordance with the semantic level.”1 I try
doing the same, continuously revising both form and tech-
nical requirements until they coalesce. But, different to
Domenig, I do not want the care for those technical aspects
to be readable. I avoid exposing mechanic and structural

components by including them into the space defining ele-
ments, like internal walls or the skin of the building. The
attention to those aspects is only expressed in the long and
tedious process of tweaking the form until all the functional
aspects have been successfully accommodated. This process
of refinement is part of turning the initial figure into a com-
plex creature or character. The careful thought about struc-
ture, and its integration into the space defining elements, is
evident in the structural models and diagrams I produce, as
well as the detailed drawings that describe the integration of
services into the building’s skin.

Some of the formal similarities shared by my projects
may evolve from the fact that I start with solids, which I
work on in a subtractive manner. When I cut away material
from a block, be it either physical or digital, with a Stanley
knife or a single curve line, I tend to cut at shallow angles,
which results in stocky convex shapes. Whereas sharp and
pointy forms are predominantly the outcome of an additive
process. After the body of the solid is defined, it is shelled,
penetrated for openings, and inserted with sub-volumes. I
intend to realise a character’s formal appearance and spatial
sensation with the smallest possible effort, and “concentrate
forces in a minimum number of points.” 2 In the process of
developing form, the overload of information is being
boiled down, distilled and concentrated to its essence, until
no further simplification is possible without compromising
the spatial experience or sculptural quality of the work. At
Thalia Graz and Uralla Court I & II, the already satisfactory
form was elaborately fine tuned and geometrically simpli-
fied throughout the course of the whole design develop-
ment. I do this by continuously stepping back to a solid
mass model, and then going through the process of shelling
and fenestration, etc., again and again. In doing so I also
have the implementation process in mind, which I do not
want to overcomplicate with unnecessary complexity. 

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette | view from Opernring - photo: Herta Hurnaus

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them from objects into a field
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and
stitch them together in one large object. This process was
guided by immediate gut feeling, as well as the overarching
image of a ship camouflaged by dazzle painting. After defin-
ing a range of different superstructures, three or four figures
were built as physical models and evaluated for their spatial
and sculptural qualities. 

An early abstract render of the site fused the four exist-
ing buildings into one homogenous mass that reminded me
of an ocean liner. This lead to two different lines of re-
search: one into vessels,1 boats, spaceships, planes and sub-
marines, while the other looked into methods of concealing,
including dazzle paintings, camouflage and trompe l’oeil.
The aim was to blend the building into the background as a
means to homogenise the heterogeneous context. The idea

Process—The genesis of the design followed the previ-
ously described steps. In default of an immediate idea, I
produced a sea of spatial information, assuming that the
creature (or whale) was already present yet invisibly sub-
merged within. I then observed the ripples in the water,
waiting for the moment to extract the whale. In this case,
the field of information was provided by an inverted im-
print – materialised voids – of the surrounding densely
built-up area, and then overlaid with the site as digital mod-
els. On screen, the multiple fragments of existing spaces
were viewed in wireframe, turning them from objects into a
field condition. I would then turn individual parts to solid
display and stitch them together into one large object. This
process was guided by an immediate gut feeling. After
defining a range of different superstructures, three to four
figures were built as physical models and evaluated for their
spatial and sculptural qualities. An early abstract render of
the site fused the four existing buildings into one homoge-
nous mass that reminded me of an ocean liner. This led to
two different lines of research: one into vessels (boats, space-
ships, planes and submarines ), and the other into methods
of concealing volumes, including dazzle paintings, camou-
flage and trompe l’oeil. The aim was to blend the building
into the background as a means to homogenising the dis-
parate context.

Creating identity—The idea of camouflage was
dropped, and instead we pursued the opposite approach to

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and
thus influenced the development of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation
and floated in space like a fish in an aquarium. After the ex-
hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

local conditions. Some believe in touching the ground
lightly, others in emulating local appearances. My approach
ignores the lure of nicely considered site relatedness. In-
stead, it relies on the seemingly brutal move of staging a
confrontation between an introduced alien object and the
ground. Buildings do not fly. By keeping the object in an
unstable position, hovering above the ground, I create a
problem that demands a resolution. My aim is to provoke a
reaction from the site that, through my reading and inter-
pretation, reveals and acknowledges the character of the lo-
cation. I do this by empathetically immersing myself into
both object and ground, acting as a seismograph to plot

their intents. The unfolding dialogue is played out in the
void between them. It marks the ‘activation’ of the ground
and the transition of the object into an architectural charac-
ter – one that has been raised by the location. 

The exchange is mediated by the designer, whose own
projections and interpretations become part of the negotia-
tion process. By developing an empathy with both protago-
nists, their individual characteristics are voiced and
translated into form. The formal negotiations refine the po-
sitions of all participating protagonists and translate directly
into their heightened presence, or the energy they emanate,

turning the void between them into space. It is from within
the void that different forms of space emerge as a conse-
quence of the staged antagonism between object and
ground. At this stage, the design process is halted. 

In the course of a project, I am handling three subjects:
the architectural character, the ground and the energy that
develops in the void between them. This energised void
produces space – the core offering of architectural produc-
tion. I have come to understand that ‘activating the ground’
is a means to making the site contribute to the production
of architectural character and space. The path propagates

island 3 -  to the islands | unreasonable topografies
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Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my
architectural practice. Themes discussed include the
emergence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with
‘unreasonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented
here documents an approach to architectural design in
which these oppositions (confrontations) and the
unreasonable are understood as constructive pathways
towards developing the performative potential of designs
that tap into local histories and voices, including those of
the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself and the
ground it sits upon – to inform the site-related production
of architectural character and space. In doing so, the work
offers encouragement to accept the usefulness and validity
of the unreasonable in architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within

T hrough this research I seek to investigate the role of
the unreasonable in my design process and under-
stand the strategies I deploy to facilitate the poetic as-

pects of architecture and the emergence of space. I will lay
out the conditioning of my spatial intelligence1 in regard to
my personal and professional background, and relate it to
the influences of my peers and mentors. Unfolding the
characteristics of my practice the work will undergo three
steps of reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of
the past work I have done, testing the gained insights
against more recent designs, and, finally, speculating about
subsequent ramifications for future work, both for myself
and others. Working between Austria and Australia added
another duality to the alternating roles within practice-
based research of being both the observer and the observed. 

It was expected that the overlay of three different duali-
ties – practice / research, observer / observed,  Austria / Aus-
tralia - would allow me to discern blind spots in the
everyday practice of my work. A key aspect of my practice is
the continuous reworking of the same topics under changed
circumstances. Themes to be discussed include the emer-
gence of space from a staged opposition between the archi-
tectural object and the site, and the relationship between
intuitive and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both of
these there is a necessary engagement with forms of ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought, action or behaviours. Although this de-
sign research develops around my own specific approaches
and handlings, I believe that the insights gained through
this PhD will be of value to the wider community of de-
signers as they address issues, values and questions inherent
to contemporary design and the production of architecture. 

The main focus of my reflections will be the architec-
tural work I produced since graduating from the masterclass
of Wolf D. Prix at the University for Applied Arts Vienna in

introduction

2000. The working title of my PhD Little Creatures - or ar-
chitecture as chemistry related to the morphological quality
of architectural bodies that utilise the site as a stage in order
to negotiate space. Two different dialogues have informed
the interrogation documented here. One is a series of inter-
views conducted by my colleague Nell Anglae. Some frag-
ments of the interviews have remained in this document.
The other are my presentations at the RMIT Practice Re-
search Seminars, where my work and preliminary findings
were critiqued by colleagues. Transcripts of both have
formed the point of departure for this catalogue, which it-
self became a third layer of analysis.

Prologue covers the non-architectural backdrop from
which my spatial intelligence developed. It concerns aspects
of my family background as well as my studies in Visual
Communication Design which both influence the manner
in which I work today. Coinage looks at my architectural
upbringing, working at Coop Himmelb(l)au, studying in
the masterclass of Wolf D. Prix, and the wider Austrian de-
sign-community. The following two chapters defoliate the
choreography of my design process. Modes interrogates the
two antagonistic strategies of assessment – intuitive and an-
alytic – that accompany the conception of my work. Agents
examines this process from the perspective of its main pro-
tagonist – character, ground, void – and follows their differ-
ent stages of their development. Cases reflects on three
different projects that were done within this PhD, exempli-
fying the discussions and insights from the previous chap-
ters. Conclusion subsumes ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ I design
the way I do, and highlights the implications that arise from
this research.

1 with reference to the work of Leon van

Schaik, see: van Schaik, Spatial Intelligence:

New Futures for Architecture.

process diagram | a mediated conflict between the object and the ground - photo: Peter Whyte

Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my ar-
chitectural practice. Themes discussed include the emer-
gence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented here
documents an approach to architectural design in which
these oppositions (confrontations) and the unreasonable are
understood as constructive pathways towards developing
the performative potential of designs that tap into local his-
tories and voices, including those of the seemingly inani-
mate – the architecture itself and the ground it sits upon –
to inform the site-related production of architectural char-
acter and space. In doing so, the work offers encouragement
to accept the usefulness and validity of the unreasonable in
architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within
a discourse whose evaluation parameters predominantly
involve reason. By examining my own work and that of
other designers, I will show how relinquishing control and
harnessing seemingly illogical actions can become tools in
fostering the emergence of new ideas and solutions in an
otherwise highly regimented environment. The context of
my design work is set by the relationships between existing
fabrics and a secondary layer of architectural form, whose
investigation contributes to the discourse on sensible
models of urban growth, unfolding strategies for retrofit,
additions and densification. The work not only explores
how the interests of multiple custodians and stakeholders
are accommodated, but also examines the architect’s
responsibility to find even more histories and voices to
actualise unrecognised potentials and desires. In doing so,

the work offers a critique on the simplistic appropriation of
modernity in architecture while also raising debates about
the values pursued in design approval processes and the
ways in which site relatedness is both produced and judged. 

The inquiry is carried out through design projects and is
reciprocally influenced by text-based observations.
Accordingly, the findings are communicated in the language
of the discipline – drawings, renders, photographs – and
accompanied by a written exegesis. The introspective
analysis of my architectural work and the in-depth
description of the creative processes steering it offer a
critical perspective on my own work in relation to that of
other designers and architects. Unfolding the characteristics
of my practice, the investigation underwent three steps of
reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of past
work, testing the gained insights against projects that are
currently in production and finally speculating about the
ramifications of this research for future design works. 

The research investigates how unreasonable processes
contribute to architectural production when balanced with
intellectual synthesis. Other dualities include working
between Austria and Australia, and the alternating roles
occupied within the practice-based research of being both
the observer and the observed. It was expected that the
overlay of these three different dualities – unreasonable
versus analytic, observer versus observed, Austria versus
Australia – would allow me to discern the blind spots in my
practice and unfold insights that are of value to the wider
community, addressing issues, values and questions inherent

Projects | Uralla Court 

Uralla Court - north east | lifted mass and ground reaction - image: Daniel Kerbler Uralla Court - interior | inserted volumes hover above the upper floor level - image: Daniel Kerbler

Agents | space

Uralla Court - sketch model, Blackwood, SA 2004

Interrogating the way in which different forms of space
materialize in response to separating the architectural
object from the ground. This is discussed in relation to
my coinage and the processes I employ to sense and cul-
tivate the mysterious nature of space.

L ifting the object differentiates it from the ground and
establishes the character as an independent entity. The
move creates a void that bears the potential to become

space. Leaving the object hovering and not touching the
ground follows a choreography that is only slightly altered
from project to project. Over the years this has resulted in a
formal language that discusses the placement of objects in
relation to each other and the ground. Lifting the mass has
a clear relationship to Coop Himmelb(l)au. The picture of
the leaping whale is a brand-mark that many of Wolf D.
Prix’s students carry. The image, in conjunction with Prix’s
quotations from Moby Dick1, epitomizes the essence of
man’s struggle with the elements, which transcends into the
“irrational battle against gravity.”2 This battle is continuous
in the lineage of Austrian Expressionism as the “expression
of the human struggle against the powers of fate.”3 The
photograph of a whale lifting himself up, out of the water
and into the air, proves that gravity can be overcome, even if
just for a moment and with great effort. Effort is actually
the point, as it is about overcoming one’s own weight, one’s
self. The mantra of the leaping whale has been repeated
again and again, so that one should not lose faith that it is
possible. If the whale can do it, then we can do it, if we are
prepared to overcome ourselves and invest into the effort.
Wolf D. Prix set this up as a goal, and we are all trying to
prove ourselves.

However, lifting the mass is not an invention of Coop Him-
melb(l)au. “Like all architects everywhere, Coop

Himmelb(l)au loves to wrestle with Newton’s gravity, archi-
tecture’s best friend.” 4 Friedrich Kiessler’s city in space
(1925) 5 is a visionary model for a city hovering above the
ground, (relating to El Lissitzky’s sky hooks from 1924)
which could be described as the Austrian founding moment
for the desire to counteract gravity. Dieter Bogner points
out that the motif of hovering is also present in Kiessler’s
Nucleus house (1931), the Space house (1933) and early ver-
sions of the Endless house, which is lifted up from the
ground by columns.6 Constant Nieuwenhuys lifts up an en-
tire city for the New Babylon project (1950-1960), Hans
Hollein proposes Superstructures above Vienna (1960) and a
Communication-interchange City (1963), both hovering
above existing cities. And while Günther Zamp Kelp (Ar-
chitecture School, 1965), Laurids Ortner (47. Stadt, 1966)
and Wolf D. Prix (Wohnhausanlage,1966) propose the de-
tachment from the ground in their student work, Lina Bo
Bardi already realises the lift with her Sao Paulo Art mu-
seum (1968), hovering above a public plaza and being sus-
pended from two massive concrete frames.

Lifting the mass responds to my coinage and the expecta-
tions that come with it. Opposing the gravitational pull,
while being equipped with the morphological attributes of
an object-oriented ontology, establishes the object as an in-
dependent body with a life of its own. The object has be-
come an actor, for whom the city or landscape (established
as a subject in their own right - activated ground) becomes a
partner in an ongoing dialogue. A negotiation process of
lifting, pushing and pulling unfurls, one that carves out
both actors’ specific attributes and establishes space in and
between them. ‘In-between’ is where I extend upon the
coinage of my mentors, and establish my own line of in-
quiry. I make a pact with the sea (ground) and turn it from
a backdrop into a character in its own right. The whale then
not just leaps but is also being lifted, evidencing a dynamic

In the foreword to Get off of my Cloud, Jeffrey Kipnis points
out that lifting the mass is not an end in itself, instead it
stands for liberation from the repressive machinery of
power, associated with ownership and control over the
ground-plane. Kipnis links Himmelb(l)au’s desire 

platforms are an “assault against the primacy of the ground”
7 and a first step towards the democratisation of the ground
plane. Coop Himmelb(l)au’s work extends a lineage that
“does not just deal with feudal control but also with the reg-
ulatory systems of architectural planning.”8 This is master-
fully demonstrated with their Falkestrasse rooftop
extension, where Coop Himmelb(l)au declare the architec-
ture a piece of art, exploiting a loophole within the council’s
legal provisions and allowing the building to proceed where
Council’s rules would otherwise have inhibited it. But the
conceptual circumnavigation is not enough. Himmelb(l)au
is not a theoretical practice that is satisfied with the repre-
sentation of an idea, instead they need to physically build in
order to give phenomenological evidence. 

The phenomenological evidence I am looking for lies in the
space that can be experienced flowing in and between the
sub-volumes of the built form and the ground, where the
continuity of the space meets the continuity of the land-
scape. In an ideal setup I imagine the space between object
and ground to be a spatial knot, whose loose ends branch
out in all directions, horizontally and vertically. I am look-
ing for a fusion of different instances of space: the space im-
plicated by the overall form and its sub-volumes, the space
between those volumes and the ground, and the space that
both character and ground radiate through their presence.
Chillida describes three different forms of space: a) space as
an energy that a place or object radiates, b) the space be-
tween objects, c) the space within an object. The space

within is indicated by the object’s outside appearance, its
shell, and thus feeds the aura of the object. In my process
radiant space happens when the object has been developed
in such a way that it becomes a character. It then emanates
space in form of an ambience. Through dialogue with the
character, the ground expresses its own qualities, becoming
activated and emanating space. The void between is being
charged by the presence of both object and ground. It now
radiates space in the form of an atmosphere, as well as de-
scribing the physical extents of the space they frame. This is
the archetypical script for my projects. The plans and sec-
tions for Uralla Court I illustrate this dynamic.9 All the indi-
vidual pockets of space are interconnected, which allows the
space to flow freely between them. This entity of multiple
spatial situations can never be physically overlooked, it is
only graspable as a whole through imagination or as a se-
quence of events in time.

For me space is dead – a mere void - when its configuration
can be grasped or imagined by a single look. It is alive,
when the spatial configuration can not be understood from
a single vantage point. When time and movement need to
be invested, and even then the space still remains ungras-
pable, keeping a certain mystery. Walking through a build-
ing and never actually reaching the point where everything
is understood, that is the ideal. This is the condition when
the complexity of the building reaches that of natural envi-
ronments, yet without mimicking their formal appearances.
I try to offer as many choices as possible, as many variations
of spatial situations as the program allows. That is, I believe,
my role as an architect. I have to organise space and pro-
gram, but within that I offer various perceptions, like what
might be encountered when wandering through a forest or
the bush. Today, when cities are growing at the expense of
natural environments, therefore limiting our experiential
bandwidth, architecture will have to give back and increase

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The result is an internally defined ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia. Uralla Court II
is the redesign of the original Uralla Court with changed pa-
rameters; the reduction of program and usable space by two
thirds. The spatial concept remains the same, previously en-
closed spaces at the lower level are now used as sheltered
outdoor spaces. Mapping and categorising my past work
has revealed a recurring choreography that employs three
main agents: object, ground and space. 

Uralla Court - between building shell and hovering volume

Uralla Court II - south east & south west - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - cross section and structural diagram

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

The competition entry for the Austrian Expo Pavilion 2010
was conceived as one large resonating body, working as a

AN-house - ground reaction 

AN-house - sections and floor plans 

Modes | analytic

AN-house - booklet | interrogating the problem

through graphic representation and reflection

Interrogating the way in which I use a second mode of
assessment - the analytic – in order to view the project
through the eyes of an observer, aiming to determine pur-
pose and meaning that are valid beyond my own per-
sonal interests.

“Design is about ideas that are so simple that one should be
able to explain them to someone else over the phone.” 1

P arallel to the subjective complex of the relationship
between character and the ground, and the emer-
gence of space, runs the booklet reflection. It puts

me in a position in which I aim to see the project from an
outside perspective, through the eyes of an observer. During
my studies in visual communication design I started to con-
sciously differentiate between my own perspective and that
of an external audience. I continue this practice, when I test
and validate the conceptual feasibility of a project, through
the production of a presentation booklet that runs parallel
to the design from the start. Producing a graphic representa-
tion, even though a conclusive solution has not yet been
found, helps me to sieve through the material and select the
pieces from which a coherent proposal can be formed. I do
so by applying different frames of reference, which explore
where the project’s contribution might lie. Conceptual feasi-
bility is achieved when the project’s argument can be con-
densed in an abstract form and successfully communicated.
Insights from this process continuously feed back into the
design process, where I try to coalesce personal and external
agendas. The booklet production facilitates the iterative
break between doing and assessing, between making choices
and weeding out excess, in order to arrive at an idea that
can be shared with others. Ideally I am then able to coalesce
personal and external agendas within a single project.

A current example is the booklet for the AN-house 2. It
accompanied the project from the beginning onwards and
was also used to discuss the design with the client. Each
booklet starts with defining the format and setting up a
graphical design grid, depending on whether it will be used
for print, or as a digital presentation as well. The durable
record you are holding in your hands, for instance, was con-
ceived as both booklet and screen presentation, and I have
used it in this format since my first PRS presentation. In the
case of the AN-house it was just for print purposes. It
started with visualising the design’s legal context, followed
by an array of massing models that explore what is legally
possible and which different approaches could be taken. It
is important to me that I enjoy working on the booklet. It is
not just a dry record of facts and actions, it also includes
references to my own background, in this case my travels in
Chile, or topics relating to the client. The client here is a
food stylist, who had introduced me to Meatpaper,3 a print
magazine of art and ideas about meat. I picked this up in
the way I illustrated the client’s brief scenarios, in the form
of a meat chart, which explains where the different cuts
come from. In the end the booklet builds up a visual narra-
tive that follows and illustrates the design ideas. Through it
I keep track of the various lines of thought, critically reflect
on my ideas, communicate them with the client, as well as,
in an amended version, with the local Council.

In the seminal exhibition Architecture 4 at Galerie St.
Stephan, Hans Hollein argues that architecture is not the
materialisation of its function, but the transformation of an
idea through the act of building. 

“Architecture is without purpose. What we build will
find its usefulness. Form does not follow function. Form
does not originate by itself. It is the great decision of man to
make a building into a cube, a pyramid or a sphere. 

...we are building what we want, making an architecture
that is not determined by technique, but that uses tech-
nique – pure, absolute architecture.” 5 Hollein’s critique on
the simplified reading of modernity during the 1960’s is an
articulate acknowledgement and endorsement of the poetic 
and spiritual qualities within architecture. 

It is an easy way out if architects base their design on quan-
tifiable equations of functional performance. For him a
building becomes architecture when it expresses the human
need to create objects that transcend their applicability. 

His commentary is still valid today, as it is much easier
to gain acceptance for a design, if it can deliver a genealogy
that exists within the realm of reason, than it is to argue for
the unquantifiable qualities of space. Sensing the qualities
of space happens in an intimate dialogue between the indi-
vidual and the physical object. It is determined by our pres-
ent awareness as much as our past experiences. Thus
assessing space is a subjective matter, and ‘recorded’ through
our bodily reactions. These ‘feelings’ are then translated to
more objective yet still unquantifiable terms like pleasant,
animated, elevating, gloomy, stale, harsh, etc., in order to
communicate our experiences. However, neither words nor
drawings can properly project spatial experiences in ad-
vance. They can evoke connotations in the learned, but the
spatial experience itself can not be predictably proven.
Within a discourse, whose predominant evaluation parame-
ters revolve around logic and reason, or expectations of
quantifiable performance, diagram architecture has become
very successful. It reduces a complex relationship to a few
aspects that are either quantifiable or function through vi-
sual resemblance. The result (building) is measured only
against its simplified projection (diagram), and thus appears
coherent. However, this happens on the expense of a multi-
layered interpretational reading of the project. Minor sub-

plots, enriching the experience, are edited out. 

Aspects of my booklet production could put my practice
in relation to a diagram practice. The difference is that I do
not rely on the strength of reason, but define a project also
through my subjective private agenda, which is concerned
with the experience of space, caused by the sculpted form
and ongoing dialogue between the lifted object and the acti-
vated ground. Without them there would be no project.
Parallel to the physical design process, reflecting my per-
sonal agenda, I construct a narrative which serves the ob-
server’s agenda, and facilitates the understanding of the
project from this perspective. Both points of view are closely
linked, but do not necessarily reflect each other. The book-
let production helps me to switch between perspectives, and
thus understand the project, and then to lay out a trail in
which I want the project to be read and understood. The
booklet acts like the storyboard of a movie, laying out the
events, using transitions, cross-fades, inserts and cuts, filmic
tools that relate back to my first degree.  

During my 5th PRS Paul Minifie commented on the
booklet reflection: 

“But it seems that this is sort of part of an internal
process as well, that is not dissimilar to the way you discuss
your internal process, where you say you do stuff, but then
there is a moment at which it becomes a thing.  You know,
at which point you identify that the project has some partic-
ular satisfying set of characteristics. But more than that,
they seem to acquire names, right?  And the names give an
account of the qualities that those projects attain for you at
a particular moment, when you go, right. So that is how it
is going to take its form, the air conditioning duct or piece
of ground, or you know, the hovering thing.  That to me is
a really interesting moment, in what you do. It’s almost like

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | Girardigasse - opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tres of fitness studios and offices above a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite
functioning as an infill, the building presents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy

Case study | Thalia Graz

might initially suppress because they are considered to be
errors. Without errors, there would be no evolution – they
are intrinsic to the development of life. Likewise in design.
By supressing the ‘incorrect’ and not giving the unknown
sufficient time or opportunity to develop its potential, we
lose a vital passage to innovation. 

Staging and mediating a confrontation has become my
method of creating errors. It assumes and accepts the alive-
ness and subjectivity of all agents involved – the architec-

lies in its ability to promote a state of deliberate unas-
sured-ness that allows the designer to circumvent the often
internalised and at times mandatory restrictions set up by
professionalisation. Being ‘between’ helps in making con-
nections across the borders of disciplines and connect seem-
ingly unrelated material in order to spur new ideas. 

Here lies the basis of interdisciplinarity, the rejection of
approved ‘best practice’ in favour of asking ‘what if ’. By
temporarily relinquishing control – in particular at the be-
ginning of the design processes – the rigid structure of con-
ventional wisdom can be dissolved, allowing for new
connections to be seen and formed. Working with and
through indeterminate material gives creative agency back
to the designer, who can see anew and discover a situation’s
individual affordance. By masking cultural references or the
functionalist reading of modernity, the responsibility for
form and space are back in the architect’s hands. Neither is
given by a higher order but can be worked out individually.
In the process, designers are asked to define their position
within different and at times conflicting interests, including
the emotional, poetic and spiritual qualities embedded in
architecture.

Being reasonable only gets us to where we already are.
Architecture is a cultural achievement and, as such, a prod-
uct of society. The acceptance of architectural form is based
on being a recognisable part of an existing culture, trigger-
ing a sense of belonging and validity through reference.
Hence, one could define culture as being conservative per
se, as everything that is deemed culturally significant relies
on matching an established canon of values, be it in regard
to form or social behaviours. With this judgement comes a
level of moralisation, where certain aesthetics are deemed
ethically more – or less – valuable than others. Operating
inside a sphere of established values is reassuring. However,
to advance the discipline, we need to step outside of existing
certainties and create ‘a difference which makes a differ-
ence’.  Embracing the unreasonable is a tool to facilitate this
step. It allows for other voices, other spaces – ones that we

site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and
finding ways to incorporate constraints, on the background
of an overarching personal agenda, reflects the specifity of
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpreted as a first at-
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

make the new structure stand out as much as possible, since
a less distinct building would have merely contributed to
the already existing visual noise. The new arrival acted like a
magnetic pole that reorientated the bearings of all the mat-
ter in range. The addition became both a solitaire and a
binder of aggregate by occupying all the gaps between the
disparate buildings while also developing an individual pres-
ence that radiated into the context, giving the entire ensem-
ble a new identity. The new character is the result of a
careful negotiation between the extracted object and the ex-
isting built fabric. A dialogue that sometimes turned into
conflict established the terms of cohabitation and the emer-
gence of different expressions of space: internal space impli-
cated by the object shape, space between the object and
ground, and space radiated by the architectural character.
Although the new building is clearly ‘not from here’, one
can read that it has adapted itself to the local conditions as
much as the existing ground – the four buildings – have
adapted themselves in order to accommodate the new ar-
rival. This follows a process of give and take, out of which
the whole arises as a strengthened unit. This only works if
the character is strong enough to initiate and steer the de-
velopment, as the ground itself has a tendency to cultivate
its inertia and remain inactive as long as it is not challenged.

<H1>Silent activation—Due to the fact that the ground
is made up of existing buildings with a continuous pro-
gramming (theatre, café, workshop, retail outlets and of-
fices), its activation had to remain relatively ‘silent’ in order
to minimise disturbance. This meant that the ground was
predominantly acknowledged by being listened to, and
physical movement had to remain subtle. The ground still
reacted, just not to the extent we would have seen with a
project on natural soil. Parts of the existing offices on the
south-eastern side still caved in to create room for vertical
access, while walls within were thickened to bear the load of
the addition. Some walls on the north-eastern side extended
towards the character, supporting its cantilevering volumes.
Finding ways to incorporate constraints while still catering
for personal agendas reflects the specificity of the architec-

Thalia Graz balances all aspects of my previously dis-
cussed design process. It follows the central chain of
events (field – figure – character / site – ground – activa-
tion) and uses both methods of assessment (emotive cog-
nition & intellectual synthesis) for form finding and
conceptualisation. Its morphological features (compact
yet animated) identify it as representative of my formal
language. Technical topologies like structure, roof,
façade, etc. are integrated into an all-encompassing
skin, supporting the motif of one bodily character.  The
activation of the ground is both ‘silent’ and ‘proactive’. It
is expressed in the way that the ground retreats and ad-
vances in reaction to the new arrival, while at the same
time affecting its transition from field to object to charac-
ter.  Focusing on the object (via the empathy developed
for the ground) responds to my belief that the care and at-
tention I put into the design will radiate back as an en-
ergy that fuels the emergence of space in form of an
emitted ambience or atmosphere. This energy fuels the
most important occurrence of space in this project: the
character’s presence, emanating into the context and
giving it identity. 

1 the topic of vessels is present in other proj-

ects as well: Uralla Court, Suzuki house, EAF

Thalia Graz - floor plan level 6 

Thalia Graz - west & east elevations

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For
me, unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for
interpretation that is missed if the operational realm is con-
fined by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also
mean to position oneself ‘between’ established areas of ex-
pertise or familiarity such as the place I occupy when har-
nessing the two streams of education I undertook, or when
working between different continents and their respective
architectural and academic cultures. Unreasonableness can
be found in the way that I allow intuitive synthesis and
emotive cognition to guide the direction of my projects,
how I misuse or co-opt features from fields unrelated to ar-
chitecture, confront a site with unrelated spatial informa-
tion or empathise with objects and the site. Being
in-between puts the designer in the position of a ‘libero’,  a
free agent, who reaches their goals by fluidly assuming dif-
ferent roles and positions. A prerequisite for this multiva-
lence is the acceptance of momentary unreasonableness and
illogic – or, in other words, the suspension of disbelief and
the engagement in serious play.

The benefit of the unreasonable for creative practices.

Thalia Graz | view towards State Opera House - photo: Herta Hurnaus

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

Masking established connotations and value systems enables
a designer to ‘see anew’ and become aware of the potentials
presented by misappropriated objects, and stage semantic
transfers, in this case from the context of infrastructure to
human habitation. Besides addressing the client’s needs, the
project also offers a social surplus by engaging the public
and the profession in a dialogue about the ways that design
policies shape our cities. By identifying the existing rooftop
infrastructures as a local typology, the project ironically dis-
cusses the council’s guidelines for design approvals, effec-
tively questioning its desire to use the argument of
contextualisation as a means to enforcing the emulation of
local appearances. Discovering such solutions and putting
them to use gives me joy. Creating an object that (1) solves
a problem while (2) having an aesthetic value that con-
tributes positively to the atmosphere of the place and (3) in-
stigates a discourse makes me happy. 

The key principles in the development of the EAF addition
are: (1) identifying air-conditioning units as a prevalent
rooftop typology in the Adelaide CBD, (2) acknowledging
the building code that asks for new developments to mimic
‘local character’ and (3) overlaying both to justify the trans-
formation of a technical infrastructure into a habitat for vis-
iting artists. In this case, volumes originally used for
condensation and evaporation in an air-conditioning unit
now facilitate studio, bedroom and storage spaces. And
while the physical environment stays the same, the context
of reception and evaluation changes from the technical per-
formance of a piece of infrastructure to legalistic guidelines
governing the aesthetics of human habitation. To manage
this displacement, moving from one value system to an-
other, the architectural object draws on a tactical deceit, al-
lowing it to be read as either infrastructure or dwelling,
depending on the viewer’s perspective. In the process of
gaining planning approval, the object disguises itself as a

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. Since this was my first
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects
(heavy mass, compact figures, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
field of information, which I then intended to read and in-
terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and
thus depicted the first instance of the unreasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial
field, and used it as an oblique and heterogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob

differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has
been considered in the modulation of the topography, so
that smooth transitions and inclinations below the thresh-
old of 1 in 20 could be achieved for dedicated corridors.
The frayed design offers multiple choices of movement, as
well as creating different spatial situations for rest or play,
either along the steps and terraces of the riversides, or the
holes and slits in the object. Different forms of interaction
with the water are provided by the defined spaces between
the object and the ground. Further, the voids and slits
within the object will create a spectacle of dappled light un-
derneath the bridge, which will be experienced by those
who cruise the Torrens in paddleboats. 

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

F or the exhibition To the Islands - The Architecture of
Isolated Solutions the curators Jennifer Harvey and
Sean Pickergill asked architects and artists to collabo-

rate and interrogate the architectural qualities within the
concept of islands. We were asked to respond to a chapter
from True Stories, a fictitious piece of travel literature by Lu-
cian of Samosata .1 The text borders on the absurd and reads
as a parody of Homer’s Odyssey. In this project the ‘unrea-
sonable’ was introduced in form of the text we were asked
to respond to, as well as the suggested collaboration with
the artist Margit Brünner. Hélène Frichot writes:

“Margit’s work is ostensibly located between the spatial
arts and performance art, but she is an architect. Her explo-
rations endeavour to discover the best means of producing
joyful affects, with an emphasis on the milieu, or relation-
ship between the environment-world and ever-transforming
subject (or processes of subjectification): this is what she
names atmosphere. Hers is a practice of immanence, ever
located, situated, inspired by embodied learning.”2

We agreed to select two different thematic strands
within Samosta’s text. While I looked at The Isle within the
Whale – Oceanic Monstrosities, Margit focused on The Isle of
the Blessed – Production without Effort. We then set up a
mode of operating in which we would iteratively interpret
each other’s moves. One person would start with an arte-
fact, a model or drawing, then pass it on to the other, who
would develop it further and then return it for the next step
of transformation. 

Margit started by engaging into a conversation with a
site in Port Adelaide, tracing its atmospheric moves by

Dissecting the whale is the most recent step in an ongo-
ing series of installations. Their aim is to explore and
test the topics of my research in a medium that is free
from program or functional constraints, revealing aspira-
tions and contradictions that are present in my work. 

Case study | Dissecting the whale

dock 2 - to the islands | Margit Brünner’s site reading, a sketch model supplied for interpretation

‘drawing’ paper models with a Stanley Knife, and passing
them on. After transcribing them from physical to digital,
in order to familiarise myself with their spatial qualities, I
produced a series of renders, hypothetical spatial scenarios
that anticipated different scales and points of reference. This
formed the point of departure for reading and interpreting
the three dimensional information in regards to traces of the
whale, which I assumed was hiding within. 

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-
faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

tice. They steer a project’s morphological evolution from an
arbitrary input to an intrinsic figure that eventually ad-
vances towards an architectural character. This process is
propelled by two modes of interrogation. One is based on
emotive cognition, giving voice to the site, the architectural
object and the author. The other engages in an analytic syn-
thesis of the observed genesis, aiming to conceptualise a
project by applying a frame of reference that can be shared
with others. The project continuously oscillates between ir-
rational/intuitive advancements and rational/objective steps
of justification, to ‘make sense’ from these two different
epistemological realms. 

In the first instance, the unreasonable acts as a catalyst,
introduced, for example, as a three-dimensional field of in-
formation, a found object, exaptation, or through the col-
laboration with another person to kick-start the design. Its
purpose is to disassociate oneself from superficial predispo-
sitions while at the same time strengthening the position of
the author, who, in the process of working through the for-
eign material, has to make a stand for his own position. My
selection criteria here revolve around the potency of form to
induce space and create emotional responses. Being driven
by emotive cognition represents the second instance of ‘un-
reasonableness’ in my design process. Here, I try to develop
empathy for the objects that I handle, iteratively immersing
myself into each of the project’s protagonists, and eventually
reaching a state of self-forgetfulness where work becomes se-
rious play. Sensing a lead for a possible solution affects me
as a bodily feeling – a registration of joy that serves as a lit-
mus test for the project’s direction and eventual success. 

A parallel analytic mode of assessment is concerned with
testing the conceptual feasibility of a project by viewing it
through the eyes of an external observer, aiming to deter-
mine purpose and meaning that are valid beyond my own
personal agendas and projections. This step is pursued
through the production of graphic representations, a story-
book that validates a poetic proposal by arguing it through a
different lens. In doing so, I transfer parameters from
graphic design, film and photography into the architectural
context and establish form as a signifier of meaning. I con-
sciously differentiate between my own interest in the project
and those of other audiences, setting up a narrative along
which I seek a project to be read. Alternating between two
modes of assessment assists in understanding the entire on-
tological bandwidth of design, and coalesces personal and
external agendas within a single project. 

Mapping and categorising my past work has revealed a
recurring choreography that employs three main agents: ob-
ject, ground and space. A figure materialises from an ab-
stract field and gradually matures to become an
architectural character that emanates space. In this process,
the initial excess of information is being distilled until no
further simplification is possible, however, without compro-
mising the spatial experiences or the sculptural quality of
the work. My aim is to endow the object with a sense of
personality, enabling an active relationship between the
building and the user. I believe this makes truly sustainable
architecture – unique buildings that are loved. 

How to integrate the location into a design is a core
question of my practice. There are many ways to ‘respect’

Interrogating my practice has unveiled the tactics that I
deploy in order to facilitate the poetics of architecture
within an environment that is dominated by expectations of
quantifiable performance or theory-based validation. A se-
ries of choreographed events sits at the centre of my prac-

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented
his / her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result
the skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we consid-
ered this intervention as part of the transitional processes,
however, after security guards threatened to have the object
removed, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous art-piece that is not attached to a specific artist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or improvisation might be defined as presence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the primacy of architecture-as-form over architecture-as-
context and is based on the acknowledgement of emotional
intelligence and irrational beginnings. 

In the past, I never decided in which way it is best to
talk about my work: through its phenotype (the expressed
features of form), its genotype (the strategic choreography
that determines its genesis) or its modes of assessment
(emotive cognition and intellectual analysis). There ap-
peared to be little acceptance for ‘feeling’ my way forward,
assuming the liveliness of all agents involved and immersing
myself into the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself

and the ground upon which it sits. Initially, the analytic
mode as assessment was a means of concealing the personal
motives that take place in my work. Now, operating be-
tween emotive cognition on the one side and intellectual
synthesis on the other serves to acknowledge the full band-
width of architectural ontology, from experiential and sub-
jective values to the limits of materials, techniques and
meaning. 

This undecidedness led me to understand a key condi-
tion of my practice: to be in-between. Being in-between is a
position that can be considered unreasonable if viewed from

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For me,
unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for inter-
pretation that is missed if the operational realm is confined
by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also mean to
position oneself ‘between’ established areas of expertise or
familiarity such as the place I occupy when harnessing the
two streams of education I undertook, or when working be-
tween different continents and their respective architectural

the whale - to the islands - SASA Gallery Adelaide 2011 | third interpretation
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The blueprint of my design process is a threefold chore-
ography. Its spine is made up of a sequence of events
that are flanked by two different modes of interrogation,
one is intuitive, the other analytic. This chapter examines
how I utilise the unreasonable.

L ooking at my work within the frame of this PhD has
revealed the underlying skeleton of my design process.
The central sequence of the diagram on the left de-

fines ‘what’ happens, while the parallel strategies determine
‘how’ things develop. Most projects starts with the intro-
duction of the unreasonable, either in the form of a field of
information (from which I then extract a concise figure), or
as a found object introduced from a different context. Here-
after the figure engages in a dialogue with the site, a move
that differentiates the figure from the ground, turning it
into a character, while also activating the ground as an en-
tity in its own right. Character and ground then negotiate
the essential quality of the project, which is space. Depend-
ing on each individual project, the two accompanying
modes of operation have a unique impact. The intuitive
synthesis tackles the project from the morphological side. It
evaluates character, ground and space by developing an em-
pathy for each of them. The analytic viewpoint deals with
the project’s perception, the way in which it is assumed to
be read by the audience 1 and myself. This constitutes the
semantic level of the project, relating back to my studies in
visual communication design. Here I engage with an ob-
server’s perspective in order to develop a coherent concep-
tual proposal, and validate the project beyond my subjective
decisions. The format of this analytical stream is a presenta-
tion booklet that accompanies the project from the very be-
ginning. It tests the conceptual feasibility of a project and
acknowledges the public’s desire for reason. form - space form - meaning

A

X1, X2, X3...

ground
character

field

figure

activated

frame of reference 

conceptualisation

intellectual synthesis 

site

emotive cognition

intuitive synthesis 

dissection

process diagram | The design develops around

a central sequence of choreographed events

that is subject to two modes of assessment. 

Modes | unreasonable

K. Verbeek investigates the benefits of randomness in
the design act2. A project has to have an idea, it needs to
make sense, but it only needs to make sense at the end of
the process. Aiming for reason and determinacy in each
step, particularly at the beginning of a design process, 

can be counterproductive, as it keeps the designer
within the corridors of existing solutions and expectations.
Thus diminishing the possibility to establish novel combi-
nations. Introducing the unreasonable is a technique that
supports drawing connections between seemingly unrelated
fields and materials. The unreasonable forms the fertile soil
from which a conceptual idea can stem in the attempt of
reading and analysing its potential. Careful observation and
the direct handling of material sits at the core of my prac-
tice. They are the prerequisite for hunches to arise, to settle
and form an idea. The unreasonable is introduced in differ-
ent ways in each project, but in any case it is materialised in
a graspable / hand-able form. Sometimes it materialises as a
field of forms; Thalia Graz: voids from the surrounding de-
velopments, River Torrens footbridge: overlay of sketch mod-
els from previous projects, a found object; EAF extension:
air-conditioning units, Uralla Court: sponge and jacked up
boat hull, or via a collaborative process with another author. 

For the exhibition To the Islands the unreasonable was
introduced through the artist Margit Brünner, whose paper
models stood at the beginning of the design process. The
collaboration was laid out in such a way that we would pass
artefacts between us, but would not work on them together.
I received her models and then interpreted them, in order to
produce the next generation of objects. The unreasonable
was nevertheless site related, as Margit had produced them
in response to her performative interactions with a particu-
lar site in Port Adelaide. Anything from the site can con-
tribute to the project in a meaningful way, even when at the

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts

Projects | AN-house

AN-house - south east

The object-orientated ontology of my work is put in rela-
tion to the modes of operation (emotive cognition and in-
tellectual synthesis), the aims I pursue and the
architectural background I come from. Addressing the
morphological evolution of past work and the tendencies
that have become obvious in present work, foreshadow-
ing coming developments.

I t appears as if I’m chasing a very particular whale, as
similar forms occur in different projects, yet I believe
not to have a preconceived idea of the ideal form or

shape at the beginning of a project. It is only on reflection
that shapes can be associated with a particular family of ob-
jects, relating to the way I work or the architectural habitat
I come from. All of my objects have mass and weight, are
clear-cut and often appear hermetically closed. Their fea-
tures are cut from straight or single curved lines that join at
obtuse angles, resulting in compact and heavy figures that
nevertheless express a sense of mobility. Their surfaces are
flat and not articulated or ornamented, except for openings
that are created by peeling or cutting away on an all-encom-
passing skin. Construction is either integrated in the skin or
substituted by internal sub-volumes. There are no structural
grids. The continuous skin and the integrated structure are
probably the most obvious features that support the motif
of an architectural body or creature. 

I use the term creature to express the liveliness of my ar-
chitectural objects. I’m unsure if creature is in fact the right
term, because of its possible zoomorphic connotation. Re-
ferring to the object as a creature does not aim at giving it
validity through a morphological relationship with either
flora or fauna. Its genetic code lies within me, the author’s
personal history and experience, and the field of informa-
tion from which it is extracted. During the course of the

Agents | characters

project the creature itself gathers experiences and thus grad-
ually turns into a character that establishes its place within
the project. Different names – field, figure, creature, charac-
ter – hint at different stages of the design process. In the
end the characters radiate confidence and calmness, as if
being at ease with themselves. Yet there is also a tension
within them, which suggest the potential of movement, of
leaving or taking off, a notion that is amplified by the dis-
tance that they keep to the ground. 

I’m seeking to create a sense of personality within the
characters that populate my work, which has become a pur-
pose in its own right. It links back to how I was brought up
in architecture. Coop Himmelb(l)au established the author
as being at the centre of the design. Through their intuitive
scribbles, an emotion was captured that was then translated
and attempted to be carried through into the built work.
The author is as much present in the work as the client and
the brief, which eventually leads to an authentic, independ-
ent, building. Yet it is not the icon of the object that is at
the centre of my interest, it is the spatial experience. I fabri-
cate the character as an agent that prompts a reaction from
the site, kick starting a dialogue from which the space, be-
tween object and ground, unfurls. This can be identified in
many projects, yet, depending on the circumstances, it is
not equally obvious. At Uralla Court an array of different
spatial situations unfold between the ground and the char-
acter, becoming spatial sequences along different trajecto-
ries; a quality that Wolf D. Prix said to be a particular
attribute of Austrian architecture. For this reason the project
was selected to be part of the Austrian contribution to the
10. Architecture Biennale Venice, 2006.

Designing a sense of personality is interesting because it
supports the idea of an active relationship between the
building and the user. I think of it as a contribution to

The Whale - installation, Port Adelaide, South Australia 2012

sustainability, as, in my terms, sustainability is about
creating environments that we generally want to keep; that
we care about. In much built environment discourse sus-
tainability has been reduced to its functional aspects. One
of the challenges I face is the question of how to talk about
non-quantifiable qualities, as it is so much easier to argue
for things you can apply a number to. 

A building that just feels right, might be sustainable be-
cause it is loved - in the way it feels, smells, looks, behaves -
and therefore will be taken care of and given an extended
lifespan. How to communicate and prove these experiential
qualities in advance, when they only reveal themselves in
the final built work? My personal way of assessing the qual-
ity of a project beforehand, is through the sculptural and
haptic qualities of the characters and situations I design and
handle, during all stages of the design process. They must
feel right. I believe that a carefully treated model, that in it-
self has a presence and an aura, is my best tool in maintain-
ing the quality of the project, right through to the built
work. 

Parallel to the sculptural qualities of a project, I am
committed to all functional aspects - program, structure,
circulation, services, etc. - but I am not interested in signify-
ing those. What I am interested in are the poetic elements
that transcend the prosaic. I like a building to be an inhab-
itable sculpture, with the embedded surplus of program.
Mathias Boeckl explains that in Günther Domenig’s work
the “mechanic functionality of the design… is permanently
brought into accordance with the semantic level.”1 I try
doing the same, continuously revising both form and tech-
nical requirements until they coalesce. But, different to
Domenig, I do not want the care for those technical aspects
to be readable. I avoid exposing mechanic and structural

components by including them into the space defining ele-
ments, like internal walls or the skin of the building. The
attention to those aspects is only expressed in the long and
tedious process of tweaking the form until all the functional
aspects have been successfully accommodated. This process
of refinement is part of turning the initial figure into a com-
plex creature or character. The careful thought about struc-
ture, and its integration into the space defining elements, is
evident in the structural models and diagrams I produce, as
well as the detailed drawings that describe the integration of
services into the building’s skin.

Some of the formal similarities shared by my projects
may evolve from the fact that I start with solids, which I
work on in a subtractive manner. When I cut away material
from a block, be it either physical or digital, with a Stanley
knife or a single curve line, I tend to cut at shallow angles,
which results in stocky convex shapes. Whereas sharp and
pointy forms are predominantly the outcome of an additive
process. After the body of the solid is defined, it is shelled,
penetrated for openings, and inserted with sub-volumes. I
intend to realise a character’s formal appearance and spatial
sensation with the smallest possible effort, and “concentrate
forces in a minimum number of points.” 2 In the process of
developing form, the overload of information is being
boiled down, distilled and concentrated to its essence, until
no further simplification is possible without compromising
the spatial experience or sculptural quality of the work. At
Thalia Graz and Uralla Court I & II, the already satisfactory
form was elaborately fine tuned and geometrically simpli-
fied throughout the course of the whole design develop-
ment. I do this by continuously stepping back to a solid
mass model, and then going through the process of shelling
and fenestration, etc., again and again. In doing so I also
have the implementation process in mind, which I do not
want to overcomplicate with unnecessary complexity. 

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette | view from Opernring - photo: Herta Hurnaus

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them from objects into a field
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and
stitch them together in one large object. This process was
guided by immediate gut feeling, as well as the overarching
image of a ship camouflaged by dazzle painting. After defin-
ing a range of different superstructures, three or four figures
were built as physical models and evaluated for their spatial
and sculptural qualities. 

An early abstract render of the site fused the four exist-
ing buildings into one homogenous mass that reminded me
of an ocean liner. This lead to two different lines of re-
search: one into vessels,1 boats, spaceships, planes and sub-
marines, while the other looked into methods of concealing,
including dazzle paintings, camouflage and trompe l’oeil.
The aim was to blend the building into the background as a
means to homogenise the heterogeneous context. The idea

Process—The genesis of the design followed the previ-
ously described steps. In default of an immediate idea, I
produced a sea of spatial information, assuming that the
creature (or whale) was already present yet invisibly sub-
merged within. I then observed the ripples in the water,
waiting for the moment to extract the whale. In this case,
the field of information was provided by an inverted im-
print – materialised voids – of the surrounding densely
built-up area, and then overlaid with the site as digital mod-
els. On screen, the multiple fragments of existing spaces
were viewed in wireframe, turning them from objects into a
field condition. I would then turn individual parts to solid
display and stitch them together into one large object. This
process was guided by an immediate gut feeling. After
defining a range of different superstructures, three to four
figures were built as physical models and evaluated for their
spatial and sculptural qualities. An early abstract render of
the site fused the four existing buildings into one homoge-
nous mass that reminded me of an ocean liner. This led to
two different lines of research: one into vessels (boats, space-
ships, planes and submarines ), and the other into methods
of concealing volumes, including dazzle paintings, camou-
flage and trompe l’oeil. The aim was to blend the building
into the background as a means to homogenising the dis-
parate context.

Creating identity—The idea of camouflage was
dropped, and instead we pursued the opposite approach to

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and
thus influenced the development of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation
and floated in space like a fish in an aquarium. After the ex-
hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

local conditions. Some believe in touching the ground
lightly, others in emulating local appearances. My approach
ignores the lure of nicely considered site relatedness. In-
stead, it relies on the seemingly brutal move of staging a
confrontation between an introduced alien object and the
ground. Buildings do not fly. By keeping the object in an
unstable position, hovering above the ground, I create a
problem that demands a resolution. My aim is to provoke a
reaction from the site that, through my reading and inter-
pretation, reveals and acknowledges the character of the lo-
cation. I do this by empathetically immersing myself into
both object and ground, acting as a seismograph to plot

their intents. The unfolding dialogue is played out in the
void between them. It marks the ‘activation’ of the ground
and the transition of the object into an architectural charac-
ter – one that has been raised by the location. 

The exchange is mediated by the designer, whose own
projections and interpretations become part of the negotia-
tion process. By developing an empathy with both protago-
nists, their individual characteristics are voiced and
translated into form. The formal negotiations refine the po-
sitions of all participating protagonists and translate directly
into their heightened presence, or the energy they emanate,

turning the void between them into space. It is from within
the void that different forms of space emerge as a conse-
quence of the staged antagonism between object and
ground. At this stage, the design process is halted. 

In the course of a project, I am handling three subjects:
the architectural character, the ground and the energy that
develops in the void between them. This energised void
produces space – the core offering of architectural produc-
tion. I have come to understand that ‘activating the ground’
is a means to making the site contribute to the production
of architectural character and space. The path propagates

island 3 -  to the islands | unreasonable topografies
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Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my
architectural practice. Themes discussed include the
emergence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with
‘unreasonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented
here documents an approach to architectural design in
which these oppositions (confrontations) and the
unreasonable are understood as constructive pathways
towards developing the performative potential of designs
that tap into local histories and voices, including those of
the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself and the
ground it sits upon – to inform the site-related production
of architectural character and space. In doing so, the work
offers encouragement to accept the usefulness and validity
of the unreasonable in architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within

T hrough this research I seek to investigate the role of
the unreasonable in my design process and under-
stand the strategies I deploy to facilitate the poetic as-

pects of architecture and the emergence of space. I will lay
out the conditioning of my spatial intelligence1 in regard to
my personal and professional background, and relate it to
the influences of my peers and mentors. Unfolding the
characteristics of my practice the work will undergo three
steps of reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of
the past work I have done, testing the gained insights
against more recent designs, and, finally, speculating about
subsequent ramifications for future work, both for myself
and others. Working between Austria and Australia added
another duality to the alternating roles within practice-
based research of being both the observer and the observed. 

It was expected that the overlay of three different duali-
ties – practice / research, observer / observed,  Austria / Aus-
tralia - would allow me to discern blind spots in the
everyday practice of my work. A key aspect of my practice is
the continuous reworking of the same topics under changed
circumstances. Themes to be discussed include the emer-
gence of space from a staged opposition between the archi-
tectural object and the site, and the relationship between
intuitive and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both of
these there is a necessary engagement with forms of ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought, action or behaviours. Although this de-
sign research develops around my own specific approaches
and handlings, I believe that the insights gained through
this PhD will be of value to the wider community of de-
signers as they address issues, values and questions inherent
to contemporary design and the production of architecture. 

The main focus of my reflections will be the architec-
tural work I produced since graduating from the masterclass
of Wolf D. Prix at the University for Applied Arts Vienna in

introduction

2000. The working title of my PhD Little Creatures - or ar-
chitecture as chemistry related to the morphological quality
of architectural bodies that utilise the site as a stage in order
to negotiate space. Two different dialogues have informed
the interrogation documented here. One is a series of inter-
views conducted by my colleague Nell Anglae. Some frag-
ments of the interviews have remained in this document.
The other are my presentations at the RMIT Practice Re-
search Seminars, where my work and preliminary findings
were critiqued by colleagues. Transcripts of both have
formed the point of departure for this catalogue, which it-
self became a third layer of analysis.

Prologue covers the non-architectural backdrop from
which my spatial intelligence developed. It concerns aspects
of my family background as well as my studies in Visual
Communication Design which both influence the manner
in which I work today. Coinage looks at my architectural
upbringing, working at Coop Himmelb(l)au, studying in
the masterclass of Wolf D. Prix, and the wider Austrian de-
sign-community. The following two chapters defoliate the
choreography of my design process. Modes interrogates the
two antagonistic strategies of assessment – intuitive and an-
alytic – that accompany the conception of my work. Agents
examines this process from the perspective of its main pro-
tagonist – character, ground, void – and follows their differ-
ent stages of their development. Cases reflects on three
different projects that were done within this PhD, exempli-
fying the discussions and insights from the previous chap-
ters. Conclusion subsumes ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ I design
the way I do, and highlights the implications that arise from
this research.

1 with reference to the work of Leon van

Schaik, see: van Schaik, Spatial Intelligence:

New Futures for Architecture.

process diagram | a mediated conflict between the object and the ground - photo: Peter Whyte

Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my ar-
chitectural practice. Themes discussed include the emer-
gence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented here
documents an approach to architectural design in which
these oppositions (confrontations) and the unreasonable are
understood as constructive pathways towards developing
the performative potential of designs that tap into local his-
tories and voices, including those of the seemingly inani-
mate – the architecture itself and the ground it sits upon –
to inform the site-related production of architectural char-
acter and space. In doing so, the work offers encouragement
to accept the usefulness and validity of the unreasonable in
architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within
a discourse whose evaluation parameters predominantly
involve reason. By examining my own work and that of
other designers, I will show how relinquishing control and
harnessing seemingly illogical actions can become tools in
fostering the emergence of new ideas and solutions in an
otherwise highly regimented environment. The context of
my design work is set by the relationships between existing
fabrics and a secondary layer of architectural form, whose
investigation contributes to the discourse on sensible
models of urban growth, unfolding strategies for retrofit,
additions and densification. The work not only explores
how the interests of multiple custodians and stakeholders
are accommodated, but also examines the architect’s
responsibility to find even more histories and voices to
actualise unrecognised potentials and desires. In doing so,

the work offers a critique on the simplistic appropriation of
modernity in architecture while also raising debates about
the values pursued in design approval processes and the
ways in which site relatedness is both produced and judged. 

The inquiry is carried out through design projects and is
reciprocally influenced by text-based observations.
Accordingly, the findings are communicated in the language
of the discipline – drawings, renders, photographs – and
accompanied by a written exegesis. The introspective
analysis of my architectural work and the in-depth
description of the creative processes steering it offer a
critical perspective on my own work in relation to that of
other designers and architects. Unfolding the characteristics
of my practice, the investigation underwent three steps of
reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of past
work, testing the gained insights against projects that are
currently in production and finally speculating about the
ramifications of this research for future design works. 

The research investigates how unreasonable processes
contribute to architectural production when balanced with
intellectual synthesis. Other dualities include working
between Austria and Australia, and the alternating roles
occupied within the practice-based research of being both
the observer and the observed. It was expected that the
overlay of these three different dualities – unreasonable
versus analytic, observer versus observed, Austria versus
Australia – would allow me to discern the blind spots in my
practice and unfold insights that are of value to the wider
community, addressing issues, values and questions inherent

Projects | Uralla Court 

Uralla Court - north east | lifted mass and ground reaction - image: Daniel Kerbler Uralla Court - interior | inserted volumes hover above the upper floor level - image: Daniel Kerbler

Agents | space

Uralla Court - sketch model, Blackwood, SA 2004

Interrogating the way in which different forms of space
materialize in response to separating the architectural
object from the ground. This is discussed in relation to
my coinage and the processes I employ to sense and cul-
tivate the mysterious nature of space.

L ifting the object differentiates it from the ground and
establishes the character as an independent entity. The
move creates a void that bears the potential to become

space. Leaving the object hovering and not touching the
ground follows a choreography that is only slightly altered
from project to project. Over the years this has resulted in a
formal language that discusses the placement of objects in
relation to each other and the ground. Lifting the mass has
a clear relationship to Coop Himmelb(l)au. The picture of
the leaping whale is a brand-mark that many of Wolf D.
Prix’s students carry. The image, in conjunction with Prix’s
quotations from Moby Dick1, epitomizes the essence of
man’s struggle with the elements, which transcends into the
“irrational battle against gravity.”2 This battle is continuous
in the lineage of Austrian Expressionism as the “expression
of the human struggle against the powers of fate.”3 The
photograph of a whale lifting himself up, out of the water
and into the air, proves that gravity can be overcome, even if
just for a moment and with great effort. Effort is actually
the point, as it is about overcoming one’s own weight, one’s
self. The mantra of the leaping whale has been repeated
again and again, so that one should not lose faith that it is
possible. If the whale can do it, then we can do it, if we are
prepared to overcome ourselves and invest into the effort.
Wolf D. Prix set this up as a goal, and we are all trying to
prove ourselves.

However, lifting the mass is not an invention of Coop Him-
melb(l)au. “Like all architects everywhere, Coop

Himmelb(l)au loves to wrestle with Newton’s gravity, archi-
tecture’s best friend.” 4 Friedrich Kiessler’s city in space
(1925) 5 is a visionary model for a city hovering above the
ground, (relating to El Lissitzky’s sky hooks from 1924)
which could be described as the Austrian founding moment
for the desire to counteract gravity. Dieter Bogner points
out that the motif of hovering is also present in Kiessler’s
Nucleus house (1931), the Space house (1933) and early ver-
sions of the Endless house, which is lifted up from the
ground by columns.6 Constant Nieuwenhuys lifts up an en-
tire city for the New Babylon project (1950-1960), Hans
Hollein proposes Superstructures above Vienna (1960) and a
Communication-interchange City (1963), both hovering
above existing cities. And while Günther Zamp Kelp (Ar-
chitecture School, 1965), Laurids Ortner (47. Stadt, 1966)
and Wolf D. Prix (Wohnhausanlage,1966) propose the de-
tachment from the ground in their student work, Lina Bo
Bardi already realises the lift with her Sao Paulo Art mu-
seum (1968), hovering above a public plaza and being sus-
pended from two massive concrete frames.

Lifting the mass responds to my coinage and the expecta-
tions that come with it. Opposing the gravitational pull,
while being equipped with the morphological attributes of
an object-oriented ontology, establishes the object as an in-
dependent body with a life of its own. The object has be-
come an actor, for whom the city or landscape (established
as a subject in their own right - activated ground) becomes a
partner in an ongoing dialogue. A negotiation process of
lifting, pushing and pulling unfurls, one that carves out
both actors’ specific attributes and establishes space in and
between them. ‘In-between’ is where I extend upon the
coinage of my mentors, and establish my own line of in-
quiry. I make a pact with the sea (ground) and turn it from
a backdrop into a character in its own right. The whale then
not just leaps but is also being lifted, evidencing a dynamic

In the foreword to Get off of my Cloud, Jeffrey Kipnis points
out that lifting the mass is not an end in itself, instead it
stands for liberation from the repressive machinery of
power, associated with ownership and control over the
ground-plane. Kipnis links Himmelb(l)au’s desire 

platforms are an “assault against the primacy of the ground”
7 and a first step towards the democratisation of the ground
plane. Coop Himmelb(l)au’s work extends a lineage that
“does not just deal with feudal control but also with the reg-
ulatory systems of architectural planning.”8 This is master-
fully demonstrated with their Falkestrasse rooftop
extension, where Coop Himmelb(l)au declare the architec-
ture a piece of art, exploiting a loophole within the council’s
legal provisions and allowing the building to proceed where
Council’s rules would otherwise have inhibited it. But the
conceptual circumnavigation is not enough. Himmelb(l)au
is not a theoretical practice that is satisfied with the repre-
sentation of an idea, instead they need to physically build in
order to give phenomenological evidence. 

The phenomenological evidence I am looking for lies in the
space that can be experienced flowing in and between the
sub-volumes of the built form and the ground, where the
continuity of the space meets the continuity of the land-
scape. In an ideal setup I imagine the space between object
and ground to be a spatial knot, whose loose ends branch
out in all directions, horizontally and vertically. I am look-
ing for a fusion of different instances of space: the space im-
plicated by the overall form and its sub-volumes, the space
between those volumes and the ground, and the space that
both character and ground radiate through their presence.
Chillida describes three different forms of space: a) space as
an energy that a place or object radiates, b) the space be-
tween objects, c) the space within an object. The space

within is indicated by the object’s outside appearance, its
shell, and thus feeds the aura of the object. In my process
radiant space happens when the object has been developed
in such a way that it becomes a character. It then emanates
space in form of an ambience. Through dialogue with the
character, the ground expresses its own qualities, becoming
activated and emanating space. The void between is being
charged by the presence of both object and ground. It now
radiates space in the form of an atmosphere, as well as de-
scribing the physical extents of the space they frame. This is
the archetypical script for my projects. The plans and sec-
tions for Uralla Court I illustrate this dynamic.9 All the indi-
vidual pockets of space are interconnected, which allows the
space to flow freely between them. This entity of multiple
spatial situations can never be physically overlooked, it is
only graspable as a whole through imagination or as a se-
quence of events in time.

For me space is dead – a mere void - when its configuration
can be grasped or imagined by a single look. It is alive,
when the spatial configuration can not be understood from
a single vantage point. When time and movement need to
be invested, and even then the space still remains ungras-
pable, keeping a certain mystery. Walking through a build-
ing and never actually reaching the point where everything
is understood, that is the ideal. This is the condition when
the complexity of the building reaches that of natural envi-
ronments, yet without mimicking their formal appearances.
I try to offer as many choices as possible, as many variations
of spatial situations as the program allows. That is, I believe,
my role as an architect. I have to organise space and pro-
gram, but within that I offer various perceptions, like what
might be encountered when wandering through a forest or
the bush. Today, when cities are growing at the expense of
natural environments, therefore limiting our experiential
bandwidth, architecture will have to give back and increase

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The result is an internally defined ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia. Uralla Court II
is the redesign of the original Uralla Court with changed pa-
rameters; the reduction of program and usable space by two
thirds. The spatial concept remains the same, previously en-
closed spaces at the lower level are now used as sheltered
outdoor spaces. Mapping and categorising my past work
has revealed a recurring choreography that employs three
main agents: object, ground and space. 

Uralla Court - between building shell and hovering volume

Uralla Court II - south east & south west - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - cross section and structural diagram

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

The competition entry for the Austrian Expo Pavilion 2010
was conceived as one large resonating body, working as a

AN-house - ground reaction 

AN-house - sections and floor plans 

Modes | analytic

AN-house - booklet | interrogating the problem

through graphic representation and reflection

Interrogating the way in which I use a second mode of
assessment - the analytic – in order to view the project
through the eyes of an observer, aiming to determine pur-
pose and meaning that are valid beyond my own per-
sonal interests.

“Design is about ideas that are so simple that one should be
able to explain them to someone else over the phone.” 1

P arallel to the subjective complex of the relationship
between character and the ground, and the emer-
gence of space, runs the booklet reflection. It puts

me in a position in which I aim to see the project from an
outside perspective, through the eyes of an observer. During
my studies in visual communication design I started to con-
sciously differentiate between my own perspective and that
of an external audience. I continue this practice, when I test
and validate the conceptual feasibility of a project, through
the production of a presentation booklet that runs parallel
to the design from the start. Producing a graphic representa-
tion, even though a conclusive solution has not yet been
found, helps me to sieve through the material and select the
pieces from which a coherent proposal can be formed. I do
so by applying different frames of reference, which explore
where the project’s contribution might lie. Conceptual feasi-
bility is achieved when the project’s argument can be con-
densed in an abstract form and successfully communicated.
Insights from this process continuously feed back into the
design process, where I try to coalesce personal and external
agendas. The booklet production facilitates the iterative
break between doing and assessing, between making choices
and weeding out excess, in order to arrive at an idea that
can be shared with others. Ideally I am then able to coalesce
personal and external agendas within a single project.

A current example is the booklet for the AN-house 2. It
accompanied the project from the beginning onwards and
was also used to discuss the design with the client. Each
booklet starts with defining the format and setting up a
graphical design grid, depending on whether it will be used
for print, or as a digital presentation as well. The durable
record you are holding in your hands, for instance, was con-
ceived as both booklet and screen presentation, and I have
used it in this format since my first PRS presentation. In the
case of the AN-house it was just for print purposes. It
started with visualising the design’s legal context, followed
by an array of massing models that explore what is legally
possible and which different approaches could be taken. It
is important to me that I enjoy working on the booklet. It is
not just a dry record of facts and actions, it also includes
references to my own background, in this case my travels in
Chile, or topics relating to the client. The client here is a
food stylist, who had introduced me to Meatpaper,3 a print
magazine of art and ideas about meat. I picked this up in
the way I illustrated the client’s brief scenarios, in the form
of a meat chart, which explains where the different cuts
come from. In the end the booklet builds up a visual narra-
tive that follows and illustrates the design ideas. Through it
I keep track of the various lines of thought, critically reflect
on my ideas, communicate them with the client, as well as,
in an amended version, with the local Council.

In the seminal exhibition Architecture 4 at Galerie St.
Stephan, Hans Hollein argues that architecture is not the
materialisation of its function, but the transformation of an
idea through the act of building. 

“Architecture is without purpose. What we build will
find its usefulness. Form does not follow function. Form
does not originate by itself. It is the great decision of man to
make a building into a cube, a pyramid or a sphere. 

...we are building what we want, making an architecture
that is not determined by technique, but that uses tech-
nique – pure, absolute architecture.” 5 Hollein’s critique on
the simplified reading of modernity during the 1960’s is an
articulate acknowledgement and endorsement of the poetic 
and spiritual qualities within architecture. 

It is an easy way out if architects base their design on quan-
tifiable equations of functional performance. For him a
building becomes architecture when it expresses the human
need to create objects that transcend their applicability. 

His commentary is still valid today, as it is much easier
to gain acceptance for a design, if it can deliver a genealogy
that exists within the realm of reason, than it is to argue for
the unquantifiable qualities of space. Sensing the qualities
of space happens in an intimate dialogue between the indi-
vidual and the physical object. It is determined by our pres-
ent awareness as much as our past experiences. Thus
assessing space is a subjective matter, and ‘recorded’ through
our bodily reactions. These ‘feelings’ are then translated to
more objective yet still unquantifiable terms like pleasant,
animated, elevating, gloomy, stale, harsh, etc., in order to
communicate our experiences. However, neither words nor
drawings can properly project spatial experiences in ad-
vance. They can evoke connotations in the learned, but the
spatial experience itself can not be predictably proven.
Within a discourse, whose predominant evaluation parame-
ters revolve around logic and reason, or expectations of
quantifiable performance, diagram architecture has become
very successful. It reduces a complex relationship to a few
aspects that are either quantifiable or function through vi-
sual resemblance. The result (building) is measured only
against its simplified projection (diagram), and thus appears
coherent. However, this happens on the expense of a multi-
layered interpretational reading of the project. Minor sub-

plots, enriching the experience, are edited out. 

Aspects of my booklet production could put my practice
in relation to a diagram practice. The difference is that I do
not rely on the strength of reason, but define a project also
through my subjective private agenda, which is concerned
with the experience of space, caused by the sculpted form
and ongoing dialogue between the lifted object and the acti-
vated ground. Without them there would be no project.
Parallel to the physical design process, reflecting my per-
sonal agenda, I construct a narrative which serves the ob-
server’s agenda, and facilitates the understanding of the
project from this perspective. Both points of view are closely
linked, but do not necessarily reflect each other. The book-
let production helps me to switch between perspectives, and
thus understand the project, and then to lay out a trail in
which I want the project to be read and understood. The
booklet acts like the storyboard of a movie, laying out the
events, using transitions, cross-fades, inserts and cuts, filmic
tools that relate back to my first degree.  

During my 5th PRS Paul Minifie commented on the
booklet reflection: 

“But it seems that this is sort of part of an internal
process as well, that is not dissimilar to the way you discuss
your internal process, where you say you do stuff, but then
there is a moment at which it becomes a thing.  You know,
at which point you identify that the project has some partic-
ular satisfying set of characteristics. But more than that,
they seem to acquire names, right?  And the names give an
account of the qualities that those projects attain for you at
a particular moment, when you go, right. So that is how it
is going to take its form, the air conditioning duct or piece
of ground, or you know, the hovering thing.  That to me is
a really interesting moment, in what you do. It’s almost like

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | Girardigasse - opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tres of fitness studios and offices above a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite
functioning as an infill, the building presents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy

Case study | Thalia Graz

might initially suppress because they are considered to be
errors. Without errors, there would be no evolution – they
are intrinsic to the development of life. Likewise in design.
By supressing the ‘incorrect’ and not giving the unknown
sufficient time or opportunity to develop its potential, we
lose a vital passage to innovation. 

Staging and mediating a confrontation has become my
method of creating errors. It assumes and accepts the alive-
ness and subjectivity of all agents involved – the architec-

lies in its ability to promote a state of deliberate unas-
sured-ness that allows the designer to circumvent the often
internalised and at times mandatory restrictions set up by
professionalisation. Being ‘between’ helps in making con-
nections across the borders of disciplines and connect seem-
ingly unrelated material in order to spur new ideas. 

Here lies the basis of interdisciplinarity, the rejection of
approved ‘best practice’ in favour of asking ‘what if ’. By
temporarily relinquishing control – in particular at the be-
ginning of the design processes – the rigid structure of con-
ventional wisdom can be dissolved, allowing for new
connections to be seen and formed. Working with and
through indeterminate material gives creative agency back
to the designer, who can see anew and discover a situation’s
individual affordance. By masking cultural references or the
functionalist reading of modernity, the responsibility for
form and space are back in the architect’s hands. Neither is
given by a higher order but can be worked out individually.
In the process, designers are asked to define their position
within different and at times conflicting interests, including
the emotional, poetic and spiritual qualities embedded in
architecture.

Being reasonable only gets us to where we already are.
Architecture is a cultural achievement and, as such, a prod-
uct of society. The acceptance of architectural form is based
on being a recognisable part of an existing culture, trigger-
ing a sense of belonging and validity through reference.
Hence, one could define culture as being conservative per
se, as everything that is deemed culturally significant relies
on matching an established canon of values, be it in regard
to form or social behaviours. With this judgement comes a
level of moralisation, where certain aesthetics are deemed
ethically more – or less – valuable than others. Operating
inside a sphere of established values is reassuring. However,
to advance the discipline, we need to step outside of existing
certainties and create ‘a difference which makes a differ-
ence’.  Embracing the unreasonable is a tool to facilitate this
step. It allows for other voices, other spaces – ones that we

site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and
finding ways to incorporate constraints, on the background
of an overarching personal agenda, reflects the specifity of
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpreted as a first at-
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

make the new structure stand out as much as possible, since
a less distinct building would have merely contributed to
the already existing visual noise. The new arrival acted like a
magnetic pole that reorientated the bearings of all the mat-
ter in range. The addition became both a solitaire and a
binder of aggregate by occupying all the gaps between the
disparate buildings while also developing an individual pres-
ence that radiated into the context, giving the entire ensem-
ble a new identity. The new character is the result of a
careful negotiation between the extracted object and the ex-
isting built fabric. A dialogue that sometimes turned into
conflict established the terms of cohabitation and the emer-
gence of different expressions of space: internal space impli-
cated by the object shape, space between the object and
ground, and space radiated by the architectural character.
Although the new building is clearly ‘not from here’, one
can read that it has adapted itself to the local conditions as
much as the existing ground – the four buildings – have
adapted themselves in order to accommodate the new ar-
rival. This follows a process of give and take, out of which
the whole arises as a strengthened unit. This only works if
the character is strong enough to initiate and steer the de-
velopment, as the ground itself has a tendency to cultivate
its inertia and remain inactive as long as it is not challenged.

<H1>Silent activation—Due to the fact that the ground
is made up of existing buildings with a continuous pro-
gramming (theatre, café, workshop, retail outlets and of-
fices), its activation had to remain relatively ‘silent’ in order
to minimise disturbance. This meant that the ground was
predominantly acknowledged by being listened to, and
physical movement had to remain subtle. The ground still
reacted, just not to the extent we would have seen with a
project on natural soil. Parts of the existing offices on the
south-eastern side still caved in to create room for vertical
access, while walls within were thickened to bear the load of
the addition. Some walls on the north-eastern side extended
towards the character, supporting its cantilevering volumes.
Finding ways to incorporate constraints while still catering
for personal agendas reflects the specificity of the architec-

Thalia Graz balances all aspects of my previously dis-
cussed design process. It follows the central chain of
events (field – figure – character / site – ground – activa-
tion) and uses both methods of assessment (emotive cog-
nition & intellectual synthesis) for form finding and
conceptualisation. Its morphological features (compact
yet animated) identify it as representative of my formal
language. Technical topologies like structure, roof,
façade, etc. are integrated into an all-encompassing
skin, supporting the motif of one bodily character.  The
activation of the ground is both ‘silent’ and ‘proactive’. It
is expressed in the way that the ground retreats and ad-
vances in reaction to the new arrival, while at the same
time affecting its transition from field to object to charac-
ter.  Focusing on the object (via the empathy developed
for the ground) responds to my belief that the care and at-
tention I put into the design will radiate back as an en-
ergy that fuels the emergence of space in form of an
emitted ambience or atmosphere. This energy fuels the
most important occurrence of space in this project: the
character’s presence, emanating into the context and
giving it identity. 

1 the topic of vessels is present in other proj-

ects as well: Uralla Court, Suzuki house, EAF

Thalia Graz - floor plan level 6 

Thalia Graz - west & east elevations

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For
me, unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for
interpretation that is missed if the operational realm is con-
fined by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also
mean to position oneself ‘between’ established areas of ex-
pertise or familiarity such as the place I occupy when har-
nessing the two streams of education I undertook, or when
working between different continents and their respective
architectural and academic cultures. Unreasonableness can
be found in the way that I allow intuitive synthesis and
emotive cognition to guide the direction of my projects,
how I misuse or co-opt features from fields unrelated to ar-
chitecture, confront a site with unrelated spatial informa-
tion or empathise with objects and the site. Being
in-between puts the designer in the position of a ‘libero’,  a
free agent, who reaches their goals by fluidly assuming dif-
ferent roles and positions. A prerequisite for this multiva-
lence is the acceptance of momentary unreasonableness and
illogic – or, in other words, the suspension of disbelief and
the engagement in serious play.

The benefit of the unreasonable for creative practices.

Thalia Graz | view towards State Opera House - photo: Herta Hurnaus

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

Masking established connotations and value systems enables
a designer to ‘see anew’ and become aware of the potentials
presented by misappropriated objects, and stage semantic
transfers, in this case from the context of infrastructure to
human habitation. Besides addressing the client’s needs, the
project also offers a social surplus by engaging the public
and the profession in a dialogue about the ways that design
policies shape our cities. By identifying the existing rooftop
infrastructures as a local typology, the project ironically dis-
cusses the council’s guidelines for design approvals, effec-
tively questioning its desire to use the argument of
contextualisation as a means to enforcing the emulation of
local appearances. Discovering such solutions and putting
them to use gives me joy. Creating an object that (1) solves
a problem while (2) having an aesthetic value that con-
tributes positively to the atmosphere of the place and (3) in-
stigates a discourse makes me happy. 

The key principles in the development of the EAF addition
are: (1) identifying air-conditioning units as a prevalent
rooftop typology in the Adelaide CBD, (2) acknowledging
the building code that asks for new developments to mimic
‘local character’ and (3) overlaying both to justify the trans-
formation of a technical infrastructure into a habitat for vis-
iting artists. In this case, volumes originally used for
condensation and evaporation in an air-conditioning unit
now facilitate studio, bedroom and storage spaces. And
while the physical environment stays the same, the context
of reception and evaluation changes from the technical per-
formance of a piece of infrastructure to legalistic guidelines
governing the aesthetics of human habitation. To manage
this displacement, moving from one value system to an-
other, the architectural object draws on a tactical deceit, al-
lowing it to be read as either infrastructure or dwelling,
depending on the viewer’s perspective. In the process of
gaining planning approval, the object disguises itself as a

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. Since this was my first
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects
(heavy mass, compact figures, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
field of information, which I then intended to read and in-
terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and
thus depicted the first instance of the unreasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial
field, and used it as an oblique and heterogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob

differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has
been considered in the modulation of the topography, so
that smooth transitions and inclinations below the thresh-
old of 1 in 20 could be achieved for dedicated corridors.
The frayed design offers multiple choices of movement, as
well as creating different spatial situations for rest or play,
either along the steps and terraces of the riversides, or the
holes and slits in the object. Different forms of interaction
with the water are provided by the defined spaces between
the object and the ground. Further, the voids and slits
within the object will create a spectacle of dappled light un-
derneath the bridge, which will be experienced by those
who cruise the Torrens in paddleboats. 

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

F or the exhibition To the Islands - The Architecture of
Isolated Solutions the curators Jennifer Harvey and
Sean Pickergill asked architects and artists to collabo-

rate and interrogate the architectural qualities within the
concept of islands. We were asked to respond to a chapter
from True Stories, a fictitious piece of travel literature by Lu-
cian of Samosata .1 The text borders on the absurd and reads
as a parody of Homer’s Odyssey. In this project the ‘unrea-
sonable’ was introduced in form of the text we were asked
to respond to, as well as the suggested collaboration with
the artist Margit Brünner. Hélène Frichot writes:

“Margit’s work is ostensibly located between the spatial
arts and performance art, but she is an architect. Her explo-
rations endeavour to discover the best means of producing
joyful affects, with an emphasis on the milieu, or relation-
ship between the environment-world and ever-transforming
subject (or processes of subjectification): this is what she
names atmosphere. Hers is a practice of immanence, ever
located, situated, inspired by embodied learning.”2

We agreed to select two different thematic strands
within Samosta’s text. While I looked at The Isle within the
Whale – Oceanic Monstrosities, Margit focused on The Isle of
the Blessed – Production without Effort. We then set up a
mode of operating in which we would iteratively interpret
each other’s moves. One person would start with an arte-
fact, a model or drawing, then pass it on to the other, who
would develop it further and then return it for the next step
of transformation. 

Margit started by engaging into a conversation with a
site in Port Adelaide, tracing its atmospheric moves by

Dissecting the whale is the most recent step in an ongo-
ing series of installations. Their aim is to explore and
test the topics of my research in a medium that is free
from program or functional constraints, revealing aspira-
tions and contradictions that are present in my work. 

Case study | Dissecting the whale

dock 2 - to the islands | Margit Brünner’s site reading, a sketch model supplied for interpretation

‘drawing’ paper models with a Stanley Knife, and passing
them on. After transcribing them from physical to digital,
in order to familiarise myself with their spatial qualities, I
produced a series of renders, hypothetical spatial scenarios
that anticipated different scales and points of reference. This
formed the point of departure for reading and interpreting
the three dimensional information in regards to traces of the
whale, which I assumed was hiding within. 

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-
faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

tice. They steer a project’s morphological evolution from an
arbitrary input to an intrinsic figure that eventually ad-
vances towards an architectural character. This process is
propelled by two modes of interrogation. One is based on
emotive cognition, giving voice to the site, the architectural
object and the author. The other engages in an analytic syn-
thesis of the observed genesis, aiming to conceptualise a
project by applying a frame of reference that can be shared
with others. The project continuously oscillates between ir-
rational/intuitive advancements and rational/objective steps
of justification, to ‘make sense’ from these two different
epistemological realms. 

In the first instance, the unreasonable acts as a catalyst,
introduced, for example, as a three-dimensional field of in-
formation, a found object, exaptation, or through the col-
laboration with another person to kick-start the design. Its
purpose is to disassociate oneself from superficial predispo-
sitions while at the same time strengthening the position of
the author, who, in the process of working through the for-
eign material, has to make a stand for his own position. My
selection criteria here revolve around the potency of form to
induce space and create emotional responses. Being driven
by emotive cognition represents the second instance of ‘un-
reasonableness’ in my design process. Here, I try to develop
empathy for the objects that I handle, iteratively immersing
myself into each of the project’s protagonists, and eventually
reaching a state of self-forgetfulness where work becomes se-
rious play. Sensing a lead for a possible solution affects me
as a bodily feeling – a registration of joy that serves as a lit-
mus test for the project’s direction and eventual success. 

A parallel analytic mode of assessment is concerned with
testing the conceptual feasibility of a project by viewing it
through the eyes of an external observer, aiming to deter-
mine purpose and meaning that are valid beyond my own
personal agendas and projections. This step is pursued
through the production of graphic representations, a story-
book that validates a poetic proposal by arguing it through a
different lens. In doing so, I transfer parameters from
graphic design, film and photography into the architectural
context and establish form as a signifier of meaning. I con-
sciously differentiate between my own interest in the project
and those of other audiences, setting up a narrative along
which I seek a project to be read. Alternating between two
modes of assessment assists in understanding the entire on-
tological bandwidth of design, and coalesces personal and
external agendas within a single project. 

Mapping and categorising my past work has revealed a
recurring choreography that employs three main agents: ob-
ject, ground and space. A figure materialises from an ab-
stract field and gradually matures to become an
architectural character that emanates space. In this process,
the initial excess of information is being distilled until no
further simplification is possible, however, without compro-
mising the spatial experiences or the sculptural quality of
the work. My aim is to endow the object with a sense of
personality, enabling an active relationship between the
building and the user. I believe this makes truly sustainable
architecture – unique buildings that are loved. 

How to integrate the location into a design is a core
question of my practice. There are many ways to ‘respect’

Interrogating my practice has unveiled the tactics that I
deploy in order to facilitate the poetics of architecture
within an environment that is dominated by expectations of
quantifiable performance or theory-based validation. A se-
ries of choreographed events sits at the centre of my prac-

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented
his / her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result
the skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we consid-
ered this intervention as part of the transitional processes,
however, after security guards threatened to have the object
removed, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous art-piece that is not attached to a specific artist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or improvisation might be defined as presence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the primacy of architecture-as-form over architecture-as-
context and is based on the acknowledgement of emotional
intelligence and irrational beginnings. 

In the past, I never decided in which way it is best to
talk about my work: through its phenotype (the expressed
features of form), its genotype (the strategic choreography
that determines its genesis) or its modes of assessment
(emotive cognition and intellectual analysis). There ap-
peared to be little acceptance for ‘feeling’ my way forward,
assuming the liveliness of all agents involved and immersing
myself into the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself

and the ground upon which it sits. Initially, the analytic
mode as assessment was a means of concealing the personal
motives that take place in my work. Now, operating be-
tween emotive cognition on the one side and intellectual
synthesis on the other serves to acknowledge the full band-
width of architectural ontology, from experiential and sub-
jective values to the limits of materials, techniques and
meaning. 

This undecidedness led me to understand a key condi-
tion of my practice: to be in-between. Being in-between is a
position that can be considered unreasonable if viewed from

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For me,
unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for inter-
pretation that is missed if the operational realm is confined
by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also mean to
position oneself ‘between’ established areas of expertise or
familiarity such as the place I occupy when harnessing the
two streams of education I undertook, or when working be-
tween different continents and their respective architectural
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The blueprint of my design process is a threefold chore-
ography. Its spine is made up of a sequence of events
that are flanked by two different modes of interrogation,
one is intuitive, the other analytic. This chapter examines
how I utilise the unreasonable.

L ooking at my work within the frame of this PhD has
revealed the underlying skeleton of my design process.
The central sequence of the diagram on the left de-

fines ‘what’ happens, while the parallel strategies determine
‘how’ things develop. Most projects starts with the intro-
duction of the unreasonable, either in the form of a field of
information (from which I then extract a concise figure), or
as a found object introduced from a different context. Here-
after the figure engages in a dialogue with the site, a move
that differentiates the figure from the ground, turning it
into a character, while also activating the ground as an en-
tity in its own right. Character and ground then negotiate
the essential quality of the project, which is space. Depend-
ing on each individual project, the two accompanying
modes of operation have a unique impact. The intuitive
synthesis tackles the project from the morphological side. It
evaluates character, ground and space by developing an em-
pathy for each of them. The analytic viewpoint deals with
the project’s perception, the way in which it is assumed to
be read by the audience 1 and myself. This constitutes the
semantic level of the project, relating back to my studies in
visual communication design. Here I engage with an ob-
server’s perspective in order to develop a coherent concep-
tual proposal, and validate the project beyond my subjective
decisions. The format of this analytical stream is a presenta-
tion booklet that accompanies the project from the very be-
ginning. It tests the conceptual feasibility of a project and
acknowledges the public’s desire for reason. form - space form - meaning
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a central sequence of choreographed events

that is subject to two modes of assessment. 

Modes | unreasonable

K. Verbeek investigates the benefits of randomness in
the design act2. A project has to have an idea, it needs to
make sense, but it only needs to make sense at the end of
the process. Aiming for reason and determinacy in each
step, particularly at the beginning of a design process, 

can be counterproductive, as it keeps the designer
within the corridors of existing solutions and expectations.
Thus diminishing the possibility to establish novel combi-
nations. Introducing the unreasonable is a technique that
supports drawing connections between seemingly unrelated
fields and materials. The unreasonable forms the fertile soil
from which a conceptual idea can stem in the attempt of
reading and analysing its potential. Careful observation and
the direct handling of material sits at the core of my prac-
tice. They are the prerequisite for hunches to arise, to settle
and form an idea. The unreasonable is introduced in differ-
ent ways in each project, but in any case it is materialised in
a graspable / hand-able form. Sometimes it materialises as a
field of forms; Thalia Graz: voids from the surrounding de-
velopments, River Torrens footbridge: overlay of sketch mod-
els from previous projects, a found object; EAF extension:
air-conditioning units, Uralla Court: sponge and jacked up
boat hull, or via a collaborative process with another author. 

For the exhibition To the Islands the unreasonable was
introduced through the artist Margit Brünner, whose paper
models stood at the beginning of the design process. The
collaboration was laid out in such a way that we would pass
artefacts between us, but would not work on them together.
I received her models and then interpreted them, in order to
produce the next generation of objects. The unreasonable
was nevertheless site related, as Margit had produced them
in response to her performative interactions with a particu-
lar site in Port Adelaide. Anything from the site can con-
tribute to the project in a meaningful way, even when at the

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts

Projects | AN-house

AN-house - south east

The object-orientated ontology of my work is put in rela-
tion to the modes of operation (emotive cognition and in-
tellectual synthesis), the aims I pursue and the
architectural background I come from. Addressing the
morphological evolution of past work and the tendencies
that have become obvious in present work, foreshadow-
ing coming developments.

I t appears as if I’m chasing a very particular whale, as
similar forms occur in different projects, yet I believe
not to have a preconceived idea of the ideal form or

shape at the beginning of a project. It is only on reflection
that shapes can be associated with a particular family of ob-
jects, relating to the way I work or the architectural habitat
I come from. All of my objects have mass and weight, are
clear-cut and often appear hermetically closed. Their fea-
tures are cut from straight or single curved lines that join at
obtuse angles, resulting in compact and heavy figures that
nevertheless express a sense of mobility. Their surfaces are
flat and not articulated or ornamented, except for openings
that are created by peeling or cutting away on an all-encom-
passing skin. Construction is either integrated in the skin or
substituted by internal sub-volumes. There are no structural
grids. The continuous skin and the integrated structure are
probably the most obvious features that support the motif
of an architectural body or creature. 

I use the term creature to express the liveliness of my ar-
chitectural objects. I’m unsure if creature is in fact the right
term, because of its possible zoomorphic connotation. Re-
ferring to the object as a creature does not aim at giving it
validity through a morphological relationship with either
flora or fauna. Its genetic code lies within me, the author’s
personal history and experience, and the field of informa-
tion from which it is extracted. During the course of the

Agents | characters

project the creature itself gathers experiences and thus grad-
ually turns into a character that establishes its place within
the project. Different names – field, figure, creature, charac-
ter – hint at different stages of the design process. In the
end the characters radiate confidence and calmness, as if
being at ease with themselves. Yet there is also a tension
within them, which suggest the potential of movement, of
leaving or taking off, a notion that is amplified by the dis-
tance that they keep to the ground. 

I’m seeking to create a sense of personality within the
characters that populate my work, which has become a pur-
pose in its own right. It links back to how I was brought up
in architecture. Coop Himmelb(l)au established the author
as being at the centre of the design. Through their intuitive
scribbles, an emotion was captured that was then translated
and attempted to be carried through into the built work.
The author is as much present in the work as the client and
the brief, which eventually leads to an authentic, independ-
ent, building. Yet it is not the icon of the object that is at
the centre of my interest, it is the spatial experience. I fabri-
cate the character as an agent that prompts a reaction from
the site, kick starting a dialogue from which the space, be-
tween object and ground, unfurls. This can be identified in
many projects, yet, depending on the circumstances, it is
not equally obvious. At Uralla Court an array of different
spatial situations unfold between the ground and the char-
acter, becoming spatial sequences along different trajecto-
ries; a quality that Wolf D. Prix said to be a particular
attribute of Austrian architecture. For this reason the project
was selected to be part of the Austrian contribution to the
10. Architecture Biennale Venice, 2006.

Designing a sense of personality is interesting because it
supports the idea of an active relationship between the
building and the user. I think of it as a contribution to

The Whale - installation, Port Adelaide, South Australia 2012

sustainability, as, in my terms, sustainability is about
creating environments that we generally want to keep; that
we care about. In much built environment discourse sus-
tainability has been reduced to its functional aspects. One
of the challenges I face is the question of how to talk about
non-quantifiable qualities, as it is so much easier to argue
for things you can apply a number to. 

A building that just feels right, might be sustainable be-
cause it is loved - in the way it feels, smells, looks, behaves -
and therefore will be taken care of and given an extended
lifespan. How to communicate and prove these experiential
qualities in advance, when they only reveal themselves in
the final built work? My personal way of assessing the qual-
ity of a project beforehand, is through the sculptural and
haptic qualities of the characters and situations I design and
handle, during all stages of the design process. They must
feel right. I believe that a carefully treated model, that in it-
self has a presence and an aura, is my best tool in maintain-
ing the quality of the project, right through to the built
work. 

Parallel to the sculptural qualities of a project, I am
committed to all functional aspects - program, structure,
circulation, services, etc. - but I am not interested in signify-
ing those. What I am interested in are the poetic elements
that transcend the prosaic. I like a building to be an inhab-
itable sculpture, with the embedded surplus of program.
Mathias Boeckl explains that in Günther Domenig’s work
the “mechanic functionality of the design… is permanently
brought into accordance with the semantic level.”1 I try
doing the same, continuously revising both form and tech-
nical requirements until they coalesce. But, different to
Domenig, I do not want the care for those technical aspects
to be readable. I avoid exposing mechanic and structural

components by including them into the space defining ele-
ments, like internal walls or the skin of the building. The
attention to those aspects is only expressed in the long and
tedious process of tweaking the form until all the functional
aspects have been successfully accommodated. This process
of refinement is part of turning the initial figure into a com-
plex creature or character. The careful thought about struc-
ture, and its integration into the space defining elements, is
evident in the structural models and diagrams I produce, as
well as the detailed drawings that describe the integration of
services into the building’s skin.

Some of the formal similarities shared by my projects
may evolve from the fact that I start with solids, which I
work on in a subtractive manner. When I cut away material
from a block, be it either physical or digital, with a Stanley
knife or a single curve line, I tend to cut at shallow angles,
which results in stocky convex shapes. Whereas sharp and
pointy forms are predominantly the outcome of an additive
process. After the body of the solid is defined, it is shelled,
penetrated for openings, and inserted with sub-volumes. I
intend to realise a character’s formal appearance and spatial
sensation with the smallest possible effort, and “concentrate
forces in a minimum number of points.” 2 In the process of
developing form, the overload of information is being
boiled down, distilled and concentrated to its essence, until
no further simplification is possible without compromising
the spatial experience or sculptural quality of the work. At
Thalia Graz and Uralla Court I & II, the already satisfactory
form was elaborately fine tuned and geometrically simpli-
fied throughout the course of the whole design develop-
ment. I do this by continuously stepping back to a solid
mass model, and then going through the process of shelling
and fenestration, etc., again and again. In doing so I also
have the implementation process in mind, which I do not
want to overcomplicate with unnecessary complexity. 

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette | view from Opernring - photo: Herta Hurnaus

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them from objects into a field
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and
stitch them together in one large object. This process was
guided by immediate gut feeling, as well as the overarching
image of a ship camouflaged by dazzle painting. After defin-
ing a range of different superstructures, three or four figures
were built as physical models and evaluated for their spatial
and sculptural qualities. 

An early abstract render of the site fused the four exist-
ing buildings into one homogenous mass that reminded me
of an ocean liner. This lead to two different lines of re-
search: one into vessels,1 boats, spaceships, planes and sub-
marines, while the other looked into methods of concealing,
including dazzle paintings, camouflage and trompe l’oeil.
The aim was to blend the building into the background as a
means to homogenise the heterogeneous context. The idea

Process—The genesis of the design followed the previ-
ously described steps. In default of an immediate idea, I
produced a sea of spatial information, assuming that the
creature (or whale) was already present yet invisibly sub-
merged within. I then observed the ripples in the water,
waiting for the moment to extract the whale. In this case,
the field of information was provided by an inverted im-
print – materialised voids – of the surrounding densely
built-up area, and then overlaid with the site as digital mod-
els. On screen, the multiple fragments of existing spaces
were viewed in wireframe, turning them from objects into a
field condition. I would then turn individual parts to solid
display and stitch them together into one large object. This
process was guided by an immediate gut feeling. After
defining a range of different superstructures, three to four
figures were built as physical models and evaluated for their
spatial and sculptural qualities. An early abstract render of
the site fused the four existing buildings into one homoge-
nous mass that reminded me of an ocean liner. This led to
two different lines of research: one into vessels (boats, space-
ships, planes and submarines ), and the other into methods
of concealing volumes, including dazzle paintings, camou-
flage and trompe l’oeil. The aim was to blend the building
into the background as a means to homogenising the dis-
parate context.

Creating identity—The idea of camouflage was
dropped, and instead we pursued the opposite approach to

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and
thus influenced the development of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation
and floated in space like a fish in an aquarium. After the ex-
hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

local conditions. Some believe in touching the ground
lightly, others in emulating local appearances. My approach
ignores the lure of nicely considered site relatedness. In-
stead, it relies on the seemingly brutal move of staging a
confrontation between an introduced alien object and the
ground. Buildings do not fly. By keeping the object in an
unstable position, hovering above the ground, I create a
problem that demands a resolution. My aim is to provoke a
reaction from the site that, through my reading and inter-
pretation, reveals and acknowledges the character of the lo-
cation. I do this by empathetically immersing myself into
both object and ground, acting as a seismograph to plot

their intents. The unfolding dialogue is played out in the
void between them. It marks the ‘activation’ of the ground
and the transition of the object into an architectural charac-
ter – one that has been raised by the location. 

The exchange is mediated by the designer, whose own
projections and interpretations become part of the negotia-
tion process. By developing an empathy with both protago-
nists, their individual characteristics are voiced and
translated into form. The formal negotiations refine the po-
sitions of all participating protagonists and translate directly
into their heightened presence, or the energy they emanate,

turning the void between them into space. It is from within
the void that different forms of space emerge as a conse-
quence of the staged antagonism between object and
ground. At this stage, the design process is halted. 

In the course of a project, I am handling three subjects:
the architectural character, the ground and the energy that
develops in the void between them. This energised void
produces space – the core offering of architectural produc-
tion. I have come to understand that ‘activating the ground’
is a means to making the site contribute to the production
of architectural character and space. The path propagates

island 3 -  to the islands | unreasonable topografies
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Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my
architectural practice. Themes discussed include the
emergence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with
‘unreasonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented
here documents an approach to architectural design in
which these oppositions (confrontations) and the
unreasonable are understood as constructive pathways
towards developing the performative potential of designs
that tap into local histories and voices, including those of
the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself and the
ground it sits upon – to inform the site-related production
of architectural character and space. In doing so, the work
offers encouragement to accept the usefulness and validity
of the unreasonable in architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within

T hrough this research I seek to investigate the role of
the unreasonable in my design process and under-
stand the strategies I deploy to facilitate the poetic as-

pects of architecture and the emergence of space. I will lay
out the conditioning of my spatial intelligence1 in regard to
my personal and professional background, and relate it to
the influences of my peers and mentors. Unfolding the
characteristics of my practice the work will undergo three
steps of reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of
the past work I have done, testing the gained insights
against more recent designs, and, finally, speculating about
subsequent ramifications for future work, both for myself
and others. Working between Austria and Australia added
another duality to the alternating roles within practice-
based research of being both the observer and the observed. 

It was expected that the overlay of three different duali-
ties – practice / research, observer / observed,  Austria / Aus-
tralia - would allow me to discern blind spots in the
everyday practice of my work. A key aspect of my practice is
the continuous reworking of the same topics under changed
circumstances. Themes to be discussed include the emer-
gence of space from a staged opposition between the archi-
tectural object and the site, and the relationship between
intuitive and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both of
these there is a necessary engagement with forms of ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought, action or behaviours. Although this de-
sign research develops around my own specific approaches
and handlings, I believe that the insights gained through
this PhD will be of value to the wider community of de-
signers as they address issues, values and questions inherent
to contemporary design and the production of architecture. 

The main focus of my reflections will be the architec-
tural work I produced since graduating from the masterclass
of Wolf D. Prix at the University for Applied Arts Vienna in

introduction

2000. The working title of my PhD Little Creatures - or ar-
chitecture as chemistry related to the morphological quality
of architectural bodies that utilise the site as a stage in order
to negotiate space. Two different dialogues have informed
the interrogation documented here. One is a series of inter-
views conducted by my colleague Nell Anglae. Some frag-
ments of the interviews have remained in this document.
The other are my presentations at the RMIT Practice Re-
search Seminars, where my work and preliminary findings
were critiqued by colleagues. Transcripts of both have
formed the point of departure for this catalogue, which it-
self became a third layer of analysis.

Prologue covers the non-architectural backdrop from
which my spatial intelligence developed. It concerns aspects
of my family background as well as my studies in Visual
Communication Design which both influence the manner
in which I work today. Coinage looks at my architectural
upbringing, working at Coop Himmelb(l)au, studying in
the masterclass of Wolf D. Prix, and the wider Austrian de-
sign-community. The following two chapters defoliate the
choreography of my design process. Modes interrogates the
two antagonistic strategies of assessment – intuitive and an-
alytic – that accompany the conception of my work. Agents
examines this process from the perspective of its main pro-
tagonist – character, ground, void – and follows their differ-
ent stages of their development. Cases reflects on three
different projects that were done within this PhD, exempli-
fying the discussions and insights from the previous chap-
ters. Conclusion subsumes ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ I design
the way I do, and highlights the implications that arise from
this research.

1 with reference to the work of Leon van

Schaik, see: van Schaik, Spatial Intelligence:

New Futures for Architecture.

process diagram | a mediated conflict between the object and the ground - photo: Peter Whyte

Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my ar-
chitectural practice. Themes discussed include the emer-
gence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented here
documents an approach to architectural design in which
these oppositions (confrontations) and the unreasonable are
understood as constructive pathways towards developing
the performative potential of designs that tap into local his-
tories and voices, including those of the seemingly inani-
mate – the architecture itself and the ground it sits upon –
to inform the site-related production of architectural char-
acter and space. In doing so, the work offers encouragement
to accept the usefulness and validity of the unreasonable in
architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within
a discourse whose evaluation parameters predominantly
involve reason. By examining my own work and that of
other designers, I will show how relinquishing control and
harnessing seemingly illogical actions can become tools in
fostering the emergence of new ideas and solutions in an
otherwise highly regimented environment. The context of
my design work is set by the relationships between existing
fabrics and a secondary layer of architectural form, whose
investigation contributes to the discourse on sensible
models of urban growth, unfolding strategies for retrofit,
additions and densification. The work not only explores
how the interests of multiple custodians and stakeholders
are accommodated, but also examines the architect’s
responsibility to find even more histories and voices to
actualise unrecognised potentials and desires. In doing so,

the work offers a critique on the simplistic appropriation of
modernity in architecture while also raising debates about
the values pursued in design approval processes and the
ways in which site relatedness is both produced and judged. 

The inquiry is carried out through design projects and is
reciprocally influenced by text-based observations.
Accordingly, the findings are communicated in the language
of the discipline – drawings, renders, photographs – and
accompanied by a written exegesis. The introspective
analysis of my architectural work and the in-depth
description of the creative processes steering it offer a
critical perspective on my own work in relation to that of
other designers and architects. Unfolding the characteristics
of my practice, the investigation underwent three steps of
reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of past
work, testing the gained insights against projects that are
currently in production and finally speculating about the
ramifications of this research for future design works. 

The research investigates how unreasonable processes
contribute to architectural production when balanced with
intellectual synthesis. Other dualities include working
between Austria and Australia, and the alternating roles
occupied within the practice-based research of being both
the observer and the observed. It was expected that the
overlay of these three different dualities – unreasonable
versus analytic, observer versus observed, Austria versus
Australia – would allow me to discern the blind spots in my
practice and unfold insights that are of value to the wider
community, addressing issues, values and questions inherent

Projects | Uralla Court 
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Agents | space

Uralla Court - sketch model, Blackwood, SA 2004

Interrogating the way in which different forms of space
materialize in response to separating the architectural
object from the ground. This is discussed in relation to
my coinage and the processes I employ to sense and cul-
tivate the mysterious nature of space.

L ifting the object differentiates it from the ground and
establishes the character as an independent entity. The
move creates a void that bears the potential to become

space. Leaving the object hovering and not touching the
ground follows a choreography that is only slightly altered
from project to project. Over the years this has resulted in a
formal language that discusses the placement of objects in
relation to each other and the ground. Lifting the mass has
a clear relationship to Coop Himmelb(l)au. The picture of
the leaping whale is a brand-mark that many of Wolf D.
Prix’s students carry. The image, in conjunction with Prix’s
quotations from Moby Dick1, epitomizes the essence of
man’s struggle with the elements, which transcends into the
“irrational battle against gravity.”2 This battle is continuous
in the lineage of Austrian Expressionism as the “expression
of the human struggle against the powers of fate.”3 The
photograph of a whale lifting himself up, out of the water
and into the air, proves that gravity can be overcome, even if
just for a moment and with great effort. Effort is actually
the point, as it is about overcoming one’s own weight, one’s
self. The mantra of the leaping whale has been repeated
again and again, so that one should not lose faith that it is
possible. If the whale can do it, then we can do it, if we are
prepared to overcome ourselves and invest into the effort.
Wolf D. Prix set this up as a goal, and we are all trying to
prove ourselves.

However, lifting the mass is not an invention of Coop Him-
melb(l)au. “Like all architects everywhere, Coop

Himmelb(l)au loves to wrestle with Newton’s gravity, archi-
tecture’s best friend.” 4 Friedrich Kiessler’s city in space
(1925) 5 is a visionary model for a city hovering above the
ground, (relating to El Lissitzky’s sky hooks from 1924)
which could be described as the Austrian founding moment
for the desire to counteract gravity. Dieter Bogner points
out that the motif of hovering is also present in Kiessler’s
Nucleus house (1931), the Space house (1933) and early ver-
sions of the Endless house, which is lifted up from the
ground by columns.6 Constant Nieuwenhuys lifts up an en-
tire city for the New Babylon project (1950-1960), Hans
Hollein proposes Superstructures above Vienna (1960) and a
Communication-interchange City (1963), both hovering
above existing cities. And while Günther Zamp Kelp (Ar-
chitecture School, 1965), Laurids Ortner (47. Stadt, 1966)
and Wolf D. Prix (Wohnhausanlage,1966) propose the de-
tachment from the ground in their student work, Lina Bo
Bardi already realises the lift with her Sao Paulo Art mu-
seum (1968), hovering above a public plaza and being sus-
pended from two massive concrete frames.

Lifting the mass responds to my coinage and the expecta-
tions that come with it. Opposing the gravitational pull,
while being equipped with the morphological attributes of
an object-oriented ontology, establishes the object as an in-
dependent body with a life of its own. The object has be-
come an actor, for whom the city or landscape (established
as a subject in their own right - activated ground) becomes a
partner in an ongoing dialogue. A negotiation process of
lifting, pushing and pulling unfurls, one that carves out
both actors’ specific attributes and establishes space in and
between them. ‘In-between’ is where I extend upon the
coinage of my mentors, and establish my own line of in-
quiry. I make a pact with the sea (ground) and turn it from
a backdrop into a character in its own right. The whale then
not just leaps but is also being lifted, evidencing a dynamic

In the foreword to Get off of my Cloud, Jeffrey Kipnis points
out that lifting the mass is not an end in itself, instead it
stands for liberation from the repressive machinery of
power, associated with ownership and control over the
ground-plane. Kipnis links Himmelb(l)au’s desire 

platforms are an “assault against the primacy of the ground”
7 and a first step towards the democratisation of the ground
plane. Coop Himmelb(l)au’s work extends a lineage that
“does not just deal with feudal control but also with the reg-
ulatory systems of architectural planning.”8 This is master-
fully demonstrated with their Falkestrasse rooftop
extension, where Coop Himmelb(l)au declare the architec-
ture a piece of art, exploiting a loophole within the council’s
legal provisions and allowing the building to proceed where
Council’s rules would otherwise have inhibited it. But the
conceptual circumnavigation is not enough. Himmelb(l)au
is not a theoretical practice that is satisfied with the repre-
sentation of an idea, instead they need to physically build in
order to give phenomenological evidence. 

The phenomenological evidence I am looking for lies in the
space that can be experienced flowing in and between the
sub-volumes of the built form and the ground, where the
continuity of the space meets the continuity of the land-
scape. In an ideal setup I imagine the space between object
and ground to be a spatial knot, whose loose ends branch
out in all directions, horizontally and vertically. I am look-
ing for a fusion of different instances of space: the space im-
plicated by the overall form and its sub-volumes, the space
between those volumes and the ground, and the space that
both character and ground radiate through their presence.
Chillida describes three different forms of space: a) space as
an energy that a place or object radiates, b) the space be-
tween objects, c) the space within an object. The space

within is indicated by the object’s outside appearance, its
shell, and thus feeds the aura of the object. In my process
radiant space happens when the object has been developed
in such a way that it becomes a character. It then emanates
space in form of an ambience. Through dialogue with the
character, the ground expresses its own qualities, becoming
activated and emanating space. The void between is being
charged by the presence of both object and ground. It now
radiates space in the form of an atmosphere, as well as de-
scribing the physical extents of the space they frame. This is
the archetypical script for my projects. The plans and sec-
tions for Uralla Court I illustrate this dynamic.9 All the indi-
vidual pockets of space are interconnected, which allows the
space to flow freely between them. This entity of multiple
spatial situations can never be physically overlooked, it is
only graspable as a whole through imagination or as a se-
quence of events in time.

For me space is dead – a mere void - when its configuration
can be grasped or imagined by a single look. It is alive,
when the spatial configuration can not be understood from
a single vantage point. When time and movement need to
be invested, and even then the space still remains ungras-
pable, keeping a certain mystery. Walking through a build-
ing and never actually reaching the point where everything
is understood, that is the ideal. This is the condition when
the complexity of the building reaches that of natural envi-
ronments, yet without mimicking their formal appearances.
I try to offer as many choices as possible, as many variations
of spatial situations as the program allows. That is, I believe,
my role as an architect. I have to organise space and pro-
gram, but within that I offer various perceptions, like what
might be encountered when wandering through a forest or
the bush. Today, when cities are growing at the expense of
natural environments, therefore limiting our experiential
bandwidth, architecture will have to give back and increase

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The result is an internally defined ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia. Uralla Court II
is the redesign of the original Uralla Court with changed pa-
rameters; the reduction of program and usable space by two
thirds. The spatial concept remains the same, previously en-
closed spaces at the lower level are now used as sheltered
outdoor spaces. Mapping and categorising my past work
has revealed a recurring choreography that employs three
main agents: object, ground and space. 

Uralla Court - between building shell and hovering volume

Uralla Court II - south east & south west - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - cross section and structural diagram

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

The competition entry for the Austrian Expo Pavilion 2010
was conceived as one large resonating body, working as a

AN-house - ground reaction 

AN-house - sections and floor plans 

Modes | analytic

AN-house - booklet | interrogating the problem

through graphic representation and reflection

Interrogating the way in which I use a second mode of
assessment - the analytic – in order to view the project
through the eyes of an observer, aiming to determine pur-
pose and meaning that are valid beyond my own per-
sonal interests.

“Design is about ideas that are so simple that one should be
able to explain them to someone else over the phone.” 1

P arallel to the subjective complex of the relationship
between character and the ground, and the emer-
gence of space, runs the booklet reflection. It puts

me in a position in which I aim to see the project from an
outside perspective, through the eyes of an observer. During
my studies in visual communication design I started to con-
sciously differentiate between my own perspective and that
of an external audience. I continue this practice, when I test
and validate the conceptual feasibility of a project, through
the production of a presentation booklet that runs parallel
to the design from the start. Producing a graphic representa-
tion, even though a conclusive solution has not yet been
found, helps me to sieve through the material and select the
pieces from which a coherent proposal can be formed. I do
so by applying different frames of reference, which explore
where the project’s contribution might lie. Conceptual feasi-
bility is achieved when the project’s argument can be con-
densed in an abstract form and successfully communicated.
Insights from this process continuously feed back into the
design process, where I try to coalesce personal and external
agendas. The booklet production facilitates the iterative
break between doing and assessing, between making choices
and weeding out excess, in order to arrive at an idea that
can be shared with others. Ideally I am then able to coalesce
personal and external agendas within a single project.

A current example is the booklet for the AN-house 2. It
accompanied the project from the beginning onwards and
was also used to discuss the design with the client. Each
booklet starts with defining the format and setting up a
graphical design grid, depending on whether it will be used
for print, or as a digital presentation as well. The durable
record you are holding in your hands, for instance, was con-
ceived as both booklet and screen presentation, and I have
used it in this format since my first PRS presentation. In the
case of the AN-house it was just for print purposes. It
started with visualising the design’s legal context, followed
by an array of massing models that explore what is legally
possible and which different approaches could be taken. It
is important to me that I enjoy working on the booklet. It is
not just a dry record of facts and actions, it also includes
references to my own background, in this case my travels in
Chile, or topics relating to the client. The client here is a
food stylist, who had introduced me to Meatpaper,3 a print
magazine of art and ideas about meat. I picked this up in
the way I illustrated the client’s brief scenarios, in the form
of a meat chart, which explains where the different cuts
come from. In the end the booklet builds up a visual narra-
tive that follows and illustrates the design ideas. Through it
I keep track of the various lines of thought, critically reflect
on my ideas, communicate them with the client, as well as,
in an amended version, with the local Council.

In the seminal exhibition Architecture 4 at Galerie St.
Stephan, Hans Hollein argues that architecture is not the
materialisation of its function, but the transformation of an
idea through the act of building. 

“Architecture is without purpose. What we build will
find its usefulness. Form does not follow function. Form
does not originate by itself. It is the great decision of man to
make a building into a cube, a pyramid or a sphere. 

...we are building what we want, making an architecture
that is not determined by technique, but that uses tech-
nique – pure, absolute architecture.” 5 Hollein’s critique on
the simplified reading of modernity during the 1960’s is an
articulate acknowledgement and endorsement of the poetic 
and spiritual qualities within architecture. 

It is an easy way out if architects base their design on quan-
tifiable equations of functional performance. For him a
building becomes architecture when it expresses the human
need to create objects that transcend their applicability. 

His commentary is still valid today, as it is much easier
to gain acceptance for a design, if it can deliver a genealogy
that exists within the realm of reason, than it is to argue for
the unquantifiable qualities of space. Sensing the qualities
of space happens in an intimate dialogue between the indi-
vidual and the physical object. It is determined by our pres-
ent awareness as much as our past experiences. Thus
assessing space is a subjective matter, and ‘recorded’ through
our bodily reactions. These ‘feelings’ are then translated to
more objective yet still unquantifiable terms like pleasant,
animated, elevating, gloomy, stale, harsh, etc., in order to
communicate our experiences. However, neither words nor
drawings can properly project spatial experiences in ad-
vance. They can evoke connotations in the learned, but the
spatial experience itself can not be predictably proven.
Within a discourse, whose predominant evaluation parame-
ters revolve around logic and reason, or expectations of
quantifiable performance, diagram architecture has become
very successful. It reduces a complex relationship to a few
aspects that are either quantifiable or function through vi-
sual resemblance. The result (building) is measured only
against its simplified projection (diagram), and thus appears
coherent. However, this happens on the expense of a multi-
layered interpretational reading of the project. Minor sub-

plots, enriching the experience, are edited out. 

Aspects of my booklet production could put my practice
in relation to a diagram practice. The difference is that I do
not rely on the strength of reason, but define a project also
through my subjective private agenda, which is concerned
with the experience of space, caused by the sculpted form
and ongoing dialogue between the lifted object and the acti-
vated ground. Without them there would be no project.
Parallel to the physical design process, reflecting my per-
sonal agenda, I construct a narrative which serves the ob-
server’s agenda, and facilitates the understanding of the
project from this perspective. Both points of view are closely
linked, but do not necessarily reflect each other. The book-
let production helps me to switch between perspectives, and
thus understand the project, and then to lay out a trail in
which I want the project to be read and understood. The
booklet acts like the storyboard of a movie, laying out the
events, using transitions, cross-fades, inserts and cuts, filmic
tools that relate back to my first degree.  

During my 5th PRS Paul Minifie commented on the
booklet reflection: 

“But it seems that this is sort of part of an internal
process as well, that is not dissimilar to the way you discuss
your internal process, where you say you do stuff, but then
there is a moment at which it becomes a thing.  You know,
at which point you identify that the project has some partic-
ular satisfying set of characteristics. But more than that,
they seem to acquire names, right?  And the names give an
account of the qualities that those projects attain for you at
a particular moment, when you go, right. So that is how it
is going to take its form, the air conditioning duct or piece
of ground, or you know, the hovering thing.  That to me is
a really interesting moment, in what you do. It’s almost like

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | Girardigasse - opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tres of fitness studios and offices above a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite
functioning as an infill, the building presents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy

Case study | Thalia Graz

might initially suppress because they are considered to be
errors. Without errors, there would be no evolution – they
are intrinsic to the development of life. Likewise in design.
By supressing the ‘incorrect’ and not giving the unknown
sufficient time or opportunity to develop its potential, we
lose a vital passage to innovation. 

Staging and mediating a confrontation has become my
method of creating errors. It assumes and accepts the alive-
ness and subjectivity of all agents involved – the architec-

lies in its ability to promote a state of deliberate unas-
sured-ness that allows the designer to circumvent the often
internalised and at times mandatory restrictions set up by
professionalisation. Being ‘between’ helps in making con-
nections across the borders of disciplines and connect seem-
ingly unrelated material in order to spur new ideas. 

Here lies the basis of interdisciplinarity, the rejection of
approved ‘best practice’ in favour of asking ‘what if ’. By
temporarily relinquishing control – in particular at the be-
ginning of the design processes – the rigid structure of con-
ventional wisdom can be dissolved, allowing for new
connections to be seen and formed. Working with and
through indeterminate material gives creative agency back
to the designer, who can see anew and discover a situation’s
individual affordance. By masking cultural references or the
functionalist reading of modernity, the responsibility for
form and space are back in the architect’s hands. Neither is
given by a higher order but can be worked out individually.
In the process, designers are asked to define their position
within different and at times conflicting interests, including
the emotional, poetic and spiritual qualities embedded in
architecture.

Being reasonable only gets us to where we already are.
Architecture is a cultural achievement and, as such, a prod-
uct of society. The acceptance of architectural form is based
on being a recognisable part of an existing culture, trigger-
ing a sense of belonging and validity through reference.
Hence, one could define culture as being conservative per
se, as everything that is deemed culturally significant relies
on matching an established canon of values, be it in regard
to form or social behaviours. With this judgement comes a
level of moralisation, where certain aesthetics are deemed
ethically more – or less – valuable than others. Operating
inside a sphere of established values is reassuring. However,
to advance the discipline, we need to step outside of existing
certainties and create ‘a difference which makes a differ-
ence’.  Embracing the unreasonable is a tool to facilitate this
step. It allows for other voices, other spaces – ones that we

site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and
finding ways to incorporate constraints, on the background
of an overarching personal agenda, reflects the specifity of
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpreted as a first at-
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

make the new structure stand out as much as possible, since
a less distinct building would have merely contributed to
the already existing visual noise. The new arrival acted like a
magnetic pole that reorientated the bearings of all the mat-
ter in range. The addition became both a solitaire and a
binder of aggregate by occupying all the gaps between the
disparate buildings while also developing an individual pres-
ence that radiated into the context, giving the entire ensem-
ble a new identity. The new character is the result of a
careful negotiation between the extracted object and the ex-
isting built fabric. A dialogue that sometimes turned into
conflict established the terms of cohabitation and the emer-
gence of different expressions of space: internal space impli-
cated by the object shape, space between the object and
ground, and space radiated by the architectural character.
Although the new building is clearly ‘not from here’, one
can read that it has adapted itself to the local conditions as
much as the existing ground – the four buildings – have
adapted themselves in order to accommodate the new ar-
rival. This follows a process of give and take, out of which
the whole arises as a strengthened unit. This only works if
the character is strong enough to initiate and steer the de-
velopment, as the ground itself has a tendency to cultivate
its inertia and remain inactive as long as it is not challenged.

<H1>Silent activation—Due to the fact that the ground
is made up of existing buildings with a continuous pro-
gramming (theatre, café, workshop, retail outlets and of-
fices), its activation had to remain relatively ‘silent’ in order
to minimise disturbance. This meant that the ground was
predominantly acknowledged by being listened to, and
physical movement had to remain subtle. The ground still
reacted, just not to the extent we would have seen with a
project on natural soil. Parts of the existing offices on the
south-eastern side still caved in to create room for vertical
access, while walls within were thickened to bear the load of
the addition. Some walls on the north-eastern side extended
towards the character, supporting its cantilevering volumes.
Finding ways to incorporate constraints while still catering
for personal agendas reflects the specificity of the architec-

Thalia Graz balances all aspects of my previously dis-
cussed design process. It follows the central chain of
events (field – figure – character / site – ground – activa-
tion) and uses both methods of assessment (emotive cog-
nition & intellectual synthesis) for form finding and
conceptualisation. Its morphological features (compact
yet animated) identify it as representative of my formal
language. Technical topologies like structure, roof,
façade, etc. are integrated into an all-encompassing
skin, supporting the motif of one bodily character.  The
activation of the ground is both ‘silent’ and ‘proactive’. It
is expressed in the way that the ground retreats and ad-
vances in reaction to the new arrival, while at the same
time affecting its transition from field to object to charac-
ter.  Focusing on the object (via the empathy developed
for the ground) responds to my belief that the care and at-
tention I put into the design will radiate back as an en-
ergy that fuels the emergence of space in form of an
emitted ambience or atmosphere. This energy fuels the
most important occurrence of space in this project: the
character’s presence, emanating into the context and
giving it identity. 

1 the topic of vessels is present in other proj-

ects as well: Uralla Court, Suzuki house, EAF

Thalia Graz - floor plan level 6 

Thalia Graz - west & east elevations

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For
me, unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for
interpretation that is missed if the operational realm is con-
fined by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also
mean to position oneself ‘between’ established areas of ex-
pertise or familiarity such as the place I occupy when har-
nessing the two streams of education I undertook, or when
working between different continents and their respective
architectural and academic cultures. Unreasonableness can
be found in the way that I allow intuitive synthesis and
emotive cognition to guide the direction of my projects,
how I misuse or co-opt features from fields unrelated to ar-
chitecture, confront a site with unrelated spatial informa-
tion or empathise with objects and the site. Being
in-between puts the designer in the position of a ‘libero’,  a
free agent, who reaches their goals by fluidly assuming dif-
ferent roles and positions. A prerequisite for this multiva-
lence is the acceptance of momentary unreasonableness and
illogic – or, in other words, the suspension of disbelief and
the engagement in serious play.

The benefit of the unreasonable for creative practices.

Thalia Graz | view towards State Opera House - photo: Herta Hurnaus

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

Masking established connotations and value systems enables
a designer to ‘see anew’ and become aware of the potentials
presented by misappropriated objects, and stage semantic
transfers, in this case from the context of infrastructure to
human habitation. Besides addressing the client’s needs, the
project also offers a social surplus by engaging the public
and the profession in a dialogue about the ways that design
policies shape our cities. By identifying the existing rooftop
infrastructures as a local typology, the project ironically dis-
cusses the council’s guidelines for design approvals, effec-
tively questioning its desire to use the argument of
contextualisation as a means to enforcing the emulation of
local appearances. Discovering such solutions and putting
them to use gives me joy. Creating an object that (1) solves
a problem while (2) having an aesthetic value that con-
tributes positively to the atmosphere of the place and (3) in-
stigates a discourse makes me happy. 

The key principles in the development of the EAF addition
are: (1) identifying air-conditioning units as a prevalent
rooftop typology in the Adelaide CBD, (2) acknowledging
the building code that asks for new developments to mimic
‘local character’ and (3) overlaying both to justify the trans-
formation of a technical infrastructure into a habitat for vis-
iting artists. In this case, volumes originally used for
condensation and evaporation in an air-conditioning unit
now facilitate studio, bedroom and storage spaces. And
while the physical environment stays the same, the context
of reception and evaluation changes from the technical per-
formance of a piece of infrastructure to legalistic guidelines
governing the aesthetics of human habitation. To manage
this displacement, moving from one value system to an-
other, the architectural object draws on a tactical deceit, al-
lowing it to be read as either infrastructure or dwelling,
depending on the viewer’s perspective. In the process of
gaining planning approval, the object disguises itself as a

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. Since this was my first
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects
(heavy mass, compact figures, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
field of information, which I then intended to read and in-
terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and
thus depicted the first instance of the unreasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial
field, and used it as an oblique and heterogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob

differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has
been considered in the modulation of the topography, so
that smooth transitions and inclinations below the thresh-
old of 1 in 20 could be achieved for dedicated corridors.
The frayed design offers multiple choices of movement, as
well as creating different spatial situations for rest or play,
either along the steps and terraces of the riversides, or the
holes and slits in the object. Different forms of interaction
with the water are provided by the defined spaces between
the object and the ground. Further, the voids and slits
within the object will create a spectacle of dappled light un-
derneath the bridge, which will be experienced by those
who cruise the Torrens in paddleboats. 

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

F or the exhibition To the Islands - The Architecture of
Isolated Solutions the curators Jennifer Harvey and
Sean Pickergill asked architects and artists to collabo-

rate and interrogate the architectural qualities within the
concept of islands. We were asked to respond to a chapter
from True Stories, a fictitious piece of travel literature by Lu-
cian of Samosata .1 The text borders on the absurd and reads
as a parody of Homer’s Odyssey. In this project the ‘unrea-
sonable’ was introduced in form of the text we were asked
to respond to, as well as the suggested collaboration with
the artist Margit Brünner. Hélène Frichot writes:

“Margit’s work is ostensibly located between the spatial
arts and performance art, but she is an architect. Her explo-
rations endeavour to discover the best means of producing
joyful affects, with an emphasis on the milieu, or relation-
ship between the environment-world and ever-transforming
subject (or processes of subjectification): this is what she
names atmosphere. Hers is a practice of immanence, ever
located, situated, inspired by embodied learning.”2

We agreed to select two different thematic strands
within Samosta’s text. While I looked at The Isle within the
Whale – Oceanic Monstrosities, Margit focused on The Isle of
the Blessed – Production without Effort. We then set up a
mode of operating in which we would iteratively interpret
each other’s moves. One person would start with an arte-
fact, a model or drawing, then pass it on to the other, who
would develop it further and then return it for the next step
of transformation. 

Margit started by engaging into a conversation with a
site in Port Adelaide, tracing its atmospheric moves by

Dissecting the whale is the most recent step in an ongo-
ing series of installations. Their aim is to explore and
test the topics of my research in a medium that is free
from program or functional constraints, revealing aspira-
tions and contradictions that are present in my work. 

Case study | Dissecting the whale

dock 2 - to the islands | Margit Brünner’s site reading, a sketch model supplied for interpretation

‘drawing’ paper models with a Stanley Knife, and passing
them on. After transcribing them from physical to digital,
in order to familiarise myself with their spatial qualities, I
produced a series of renders, hypothetical spatial scenarios
that anticipated different scales and points of reference. This
formed the point of departure for reading and interpreting
the three dimensional information in regards to traces of the
whale, which I assumed was hiding within. 

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-
faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

tice. They steer a project’s morphological evolution from an
arbitrary input to an intrinsic figure that eventually ad-
vances towards an architectural character. This process is
propelled by two modes of interrogation. One is based on
emotive cognition, giving voice to the site, the architectural
object and the author. The other engages in an analytic syn-
thesis of the observed genesis, aiming to conceptualise a
project by applying a frame of reference that can be shared
with others. The project continuously oscillates between ir-
rational/intuitive advancements and rational/objective steps
of justification, to ‘make sense’ from these two different
epistemological realms. 

In the first instance, the unreasonable acts as a catalyst,
introduced, for example, as a three-dimensional field of in-
formation, a found object, exaptation, or through the col-
laboration with another person to kick-start the design. Its
purpose is to disassociate oneself from superficial predispo-
sitions while at the same time strengthening the position of
the author, who, in the process of working through the for-
eign material, has to make a stand for his own position. My
selection criteria here revolve around the potency of form to
induce space and create emotional responses. Being driven
by emotive cognition represents the second instance of ‘un-
reasonableness’ in my design process. Here, I try to develop
empathy for the objects that I handle, iteratively immersing
myself into each of the project’s protagonists, and eventually
reaching a state of self-forgetfulness where work becomes se-
rious play. Sensing a lead for a possible solution affects me
as a bodily feeling – a registration of joy that serves as a lit-
mus test for the project’s direction and eventual success. 

A parallel analytic mode of assessment is concerned with
testing the conceptual feasibility of a project by viewing it
through the eyes of an external observer, aiming to deter-
mine purpose and meaning that are valid beyond my own
personal agendas and projections. This step is pursued
through the production of graphic representations, a story-
book that validates a poetic proposal by arguing it through a
different lens. In doing so, I transfer parameters from
graphic design, film and photography into the architectural
context and establish form as a signifier of meaning. I con-
sciously differentiate between my own interest in the project
and those of other audiences, setting up a narrative along
which I seek a project to be read. Alternating between two
modes of assessment assists in understanding the entire on-
tological bandwidth of design, and coalesces personal and
external agendas within a single project. 

Mapping and categorising my past work has revealed a
recurring choreography that employs three main agents: ob-
ject, ground and space. A figure materialises from an ab-
stract field and gradually matures to become an
architectural character that emanates space. In this process,
the initial excess of information is being distilled until no
further simplification is possible, however, without compro-
mising the spatial experiences or the sculptural quality of
the work. My aim is to endow the object with a sense of
personality, enabling an active relationship between the
building and the user. I believe this makes truly sustainable
architecture – unique buildings that are loved. 

How to integrate the location into a design is a core
question of my practice. There are many ways to ‘respect’

Interrogating my practice has unveiled the tactics that I
deploy in order to facilitate the poetics of architecture
within an environment that is dominated by expectations of
quantifiable performance or theory-based validation. A se-
ries of choreographed events sits at the centre of my prac-

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented
his / her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result
the skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we consid-
ered this intervention as part of the transitional processes,
however, after security guards threatened to have the object
removed, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous art-piece that is not attached to a specific artist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or improvisation might be defined as presence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the primacy of architecture-as-form over architecture-as-
context and is based on the acknowledgement of emotional
intelligence and irrational beginnings. 

In the past, I never decided in which way it is best to
talk about my work: through its phenotype (the expressed
features of form), its genotype (the strategic choreography
that determines its genesis) or its modes of assessment
(emotive cognition and intellectual analysis). There ap-
peared to be little acceptance for ‘feeling’ my way forward,
assuming the liveliness of all agents involved and immersing
myself into the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself

and the ground upon which it sits. Initially, the analytic
mode as assessment was a means of concealing the personal
motives that take place in my work. Now, operating be-
tween emotive cognition on the one side and intellectual
synthesis on the other serves to acknowledge the full band-
width of architectural ontology, from experiential and sub-
jective values to the limits of materials, techniques and
meaning. 

This undecidedness led me to understand a key condi-
tion of my practice: to be in-between. Being in-between is a
position that can be considered unreasonable if viewed from

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For me,
unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for inter-
pretation that is missed if the operational realm is confined
by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also mean to
position oneself ‘between’ established areas of expertise or
familiarity such as the place I occupy when harnessing the
two streams of education I undertook, or when working be-
tween different continents and their respective architectural

the whale - to the islands - SASA Gallery Adelaide 2011 | third interpretation

images above: grasshopper used to create the

structural grid inside the whale | based on a

script provided by Victor Leung
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The blueprint of my design process is a threefold chore-
ography. Its spine is made up of a sequence of events
that are flanked by two different modes of interrogation,
one is intuitive, the other analytic. This chapter examines
how I utilise the unreasonable.

L ooking at my work within the frame of this PhD has
revealed the underlying skeleton of my design process.
The central sequence of the diagram on the left de-

fines ‘what’ happens, while the parallel strategies determine
‘how’ things develop. Most projects starts with the intro-
duction of the unreasonable, either in the form of a field of
information (from which I then extract a concise figure), or
as a found object introduced from a different context. Here-
after the figure engages in a dialogue with the site, a move
that differentiates the figure from the ground, turning it
into a character, while also activating the ground as an en-
tity in its own right. Character and ground then negotiate
the essential quality of the project, which is space. Depend-
ing on each individual project, the two accompanying
modes of operation have a unique impact. The intuitive
synthesis tackles the project from the morphological side. It
evaluates character, ground and space by developing an em-
pathy for each of them. The analytic viewpoint deals with
the project’s perception, the way in which it is assumed to
be read by the audience 1 and myself. This constitutes the
semantic level of the project, relating back to my studies in
visual communication design. Here I engage with an ob-
server’s perspective in order to develop a coherent concep-
tual proposal, and validate the project beyond my subjective
decisions. The format of this analytical stream is a presenta-
tion booklet that accompanies the project from the very be-
ginning. It tests the conceptual feasibility of a project and
acknowledges the public’s desire for reason. form - space form - meaning

A

X1, X2, X3...

ground
character

field

figure

activated

frame of reference 

conceptualisation

intellectual synthesis 

site

emotive cognition

intuitive synthesis 

dissection

process diagram | The design develops around

a central sequence of choreographed events

that is subject to two modes of assessment. 

Modes | unreasonable

K. Verbeek investigates the benefits of randomness in
the design act2. A project has to have an idea, it needs to
make sense, but it only needs to make sense at the end of
the process. Aiming for reason and determinacy in each
step, particularly at the beginning of a design process, 

can be counterproductive, as it keeps the designer
within the corridors of existing solutions and expectations.
Thus diminishing the possibility to establish novel combi-
nations. Introducing the unreasonable is a technique that
supports drawing connections between seemingly unrelated
fields and materials. The unreasonable forms the fertile soil
from which a conceptual idea can stem in the attempt of
reading and analysing its potential. Careful observation and
the direct handling of material sits at the core of my prac-
tice. They are the prerequisite for hunches to arise, to settle
and form an idea. The unreasonable is introduced in differ-
ent ways in each project, but in any case it is materialised in
a graspable / hand-able form. Sometimes it materialises as a
field of forms; Thalia Graz: voids from the surrounding de-
velopments, River Torrens footbridge: overlay of sketch mod-
els from previous projects, a found object; EAF extension:
air-conditioning units, Uralla Court: sponge and jacked up
boat hull, or via a collaborative process with another author. 

For the exhibition To the Islands the unreasonable was
introduced through the artist Margit Brünner, whose paper
models stood at the beginning of the design process. The
collaboration was laid out in such a way that we would pass
artefacts between us, but would not work on them together.
I received her models and then interpreted them, in order to
produce the next generation of objects. The unreasonable
was nevertheless site related, as Margit had produced them
in response to her performative interactions with a particu-
lar site in Port Adelaide. Anything from the site can con-
tribute to the project in a meaningful way, even when at the

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts

Projects | AN-house

AN-house - south east

The object-orientated ontology of my work is put in rela-
tion to the modes of operation (emotive cognition and in-
tellectual synthesis), the aims I pursue and the
architectural background I come from. Addressing the
morphological evolution of past work and the tendencies
that have become obvious in present work, foreshadow-
ing coming developments.

I t appears as if I’m chasing a very particular whale, as
similar forms occur in different projects, yet I believe
not to have a preconceived idea of the ideal form or

shape at the beginning of a project. It is only on reflection
that shapes can be associated with a particular family of ob-
jects, relating to the way I work or the architectural habitat
I come from. All of my objects have mass and weight, are
clear-cut and often appear hermetically closed. Their fea-
tures are cut from straight or single curved lines that join at
obtuse angles, resulting in compact and heavy figures that
nevertheless express a sense of mobility. Their surfaces are
flat and not articulated or ornamented, except for openings
that are created by peeling or cutting away on an all-encom-
passing skin. Construction is either integrated in the skin or
substituted by internal sub-volumes. There are no structural
grids. The continuous skin and the integrated structure are
probably the most obvious features that support the motif
of an architectural body or creature. 

I use the term creature to express the liveliness of my ar-
chitectural objects. I’m unsure if creature is in fact the right
term, because of its possible zoomorphic connotation. Re-
ferring to the object as a creature does not aim at giving it
validity through a morphological relationship with either
flora or fauna. Its genetic code lies within me, the author’s
personal history and experience, and the field of informa-
tion from which it is extracted. During the course of the

Agents | characters

project the creature itself gathers experiences and thus grad-
ually turns into a character that establishes its place within
the project. Different names – field, figure, creature, charac-
ter – hint at different stages of the design process. In the
end the characters radiate confidence and calmness, as if
being at ease with themselves. Yet there is also a tension
within them, which suggest the potential of movement, of
leaving or taking off, a notion that is amplified by the dis-
tance that they keep to the ground. 

I’m seeking to create a sense of personality within the
characters that populate my work, which has become a pur-
pose in its own right. It links back to how I was brought up
in architecture. Coop Himmelb(l)au established the author
as being at the centre of the design. Through their intuitive
scribbles, an emotion was captured that was then translated
and attempted to be carried through into the built work.
The author is as much present in the work as the client and
the brief, which eventually leads to an authentic, independ-
ent, building. Yet it is not the icon of the object that is at
the centre of my interest, it is the spatial experience. I fabri-
cate the character as an agent that prompts a reaction from
the site, kick starting a dialogue from which the space, be-
tween object and ground, unfurls. This can be identified in
many projects, yet, depending on the circumstances, it is
not equally obvious. At Uralla Court an array of different
spatial situations unfold between the ground and the char-
acter, becoming spatial sequences along different trajecto-
ries; a quality that Wolf D. Prix said to be a particular
attribute of Austrian architecture. For this reason the project
was selected to be part of the Austrian contribution to the
10. Architecture Biennale Venice, 2006.

Designing a sense of personality is interesting because it
supports the idea of an active relationship between the
building and the user. I think of it as a contribution to

The Whale - installation, Port Adelaide, South Australia 2012

sustainability, as, in my terms, sustainability is about
creating environments that we generally want to keep; that
we care about. In much built environment discourse sus-
tainability has been reduced to its functional aspects. One
of the challenges I face is the question of how to talk about
non-quantifiable qualities, as it is so much easier to argue
for things you can apply a number to. 

A building that just feels right, might be sustainable be-
cause it is loved - in the way it feels, smells, looks, behaves -
and therefore will be taken care of and given an extended
lifespan. How to communicate and prove these experiential
qualities in advance, when they only reveal themselves in
the final built work? My personal way of assessing the qual-
ity of a project beforehand, is through the sculptural and
haptic qualities of the characters and situations I design and
handle, during all stages of the design process. They must
feel right. I believe that a carefully treated model, that in it-
self has a presence and an aura, is my best tool in maintain-
ing the quality of the project, right through to the built
work. 

Parallel to the sculptural qualities of a project, I am
committed to all functional aspects - program, structure,
circulation, services, etc. - but I am not interested in signify-
ing those. What I am interested in are the poetic elements
that transcend the prosaic. I like a building to be an inhab-
itable sculpture, with the embedded surplus of program.
Mathias Boeckl explains that in Günther Domenig’s work
the “mechanic functionality of the design… is permanently
brought into accordance with the semantic level.”1 I try
doing the same, continuously revising both form and tech-
nical requirements until they coalesce. But, different to
Domenig, I do not want the care for those technical aspects
to be readable. I avoid exposing mechanic and structural

components by including them into the space defining ele-
ments, like internal walls or the skin of the building. The
attention to those aspects is only expressed in the long and
tedious process of tweaking the form until all the functional
aspects have been successfully accommodated. This process
of refinement is part of turning the initial figure into a com-
plex creature or character. The careful thought about struc-
ture, and its integration into the space defining elements, is
evident in the structural models and diagrams I produce, as
well as the detailed drawings that describe the integration of
services into the building’s skin.

Some of the formal similarities shared by my projects
may evolve from the fact that I start with solids, which I
work on in a subtractive manner. When I cut away material
from a block, be it either physical or digital, with a Stanley
knife or a single curve line, I tend to cut at shallow angles,
which results in stocky convex shapes. Whereas sharp and
pointy forms are predominantly the outcome of an additive
process. After the body of the solid is defined, it is shelled,
penetrated for openings, and inserted with sub-volumes. I
intend to realise a character’s formal appearance and spatial
sensation with the smallest possible effort, and “concentrate
forces in a minimum number of points.” 2 In the process of
developing form, the overload of information is being
boiled down, distilled and concentrated to its essence, until
no further simplification is possible without compromising
the spatial experience or sculptural quality of the work. At
Thalia Graz and Uralla Court I & II, the already satisfactory
form was elaborately fine tuned and geometrically simpli-
fied throughout the course of the whole design develop-
ment. I do this by continuously stepping back to a solid
mass model, and then going through the process of shelling
and fenestration, etc., again and again. In doing so I also
have the implementation process in mind, which I do not
want to overcomplicate with unnecessary complexity. 

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette | view from Opernring - photo: Herta Hurnaus

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them from objects into a field
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and
stitch them together in one large object. This process was
guided by immediate gut feeling, as well as the overarching
image of a ship camouflaged by dazzle painting. After defin-
ing a range of different superstructures, three or four figures
were built as physical models and evaluated for their spatial
and sculptural qualities. 

An early abstract render of the site fused the four exist-
ing buildings into one homogenous mass that reminded me
of an ocean liner. This lead to two different lines of re-
search: one into vessels,1 boats, spaceships, planes and sub-
marines, while the other looked into methods of concealing,
including dazzle paintings, camouflage and trompe l’oeil.
The aim was to blend the building into the background as a
means to homogenise the heterogeneous context. The idea

Process—The genesis of the design followed the previ-
ously described steps. In default of an immediate idea, I
produced a sea of spatial information, assuming that the
creature (or whale) was already present yet invisibly sub-
merged within. I then observed the ripples in the water,
waiting for the moment to extract the whale. In this case,
the field of information was provided by an inverted im-
print – materialised voids – of the surrounding densely
built-up area, and then overlaid with the site as digital mod-
els. On screen, the multiple fragments of existing spaces
were viewed in wireframe, turning them from objects into a
field condition. I would then turn individual parts to solid
display and stitch them together into one large object. This
process was guided by an immediate gut feeling. After
defining a range of different superstructures, three to four
figures were built as physical models and evaluated for their
spatial and sculptural qualities. An early abstract render of
the site fused the four existing buildings into one homoge-
nous mass that reminded me of an ocean liner. This led to
two different lines of research: one into vessels (boats, space-
ships, planes and submarines ), and the other into methods
of concealing volumes, including dazzle paintings, camou-
flage and trompe l’oeil. The aim was to blend the building
into the background as a means to homogenising the dis-
parate context.

Creating identity—The idea of camouflage was
dropped, and instead we pursued the opposite approach to

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and
thus influenced the development of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation
and floated in space like a fish in an aquarium. After the ex-
hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

local conditions. Some believe in touching the ground
lightly, others in emulating local appearances. My approach
ignores the lure of nicely considered site relatedness. In-
stead, it relies on the seemingly brutal move of staging a
confrontation between an introduced alien object and the
ground. Buildings do not fly. By keeping the object in an
unstable position, hovering above the ground, I create a
problem that demands a resolution. My aim is to provoke a
reaction from the site that, through my reading and inter-
pretation, reveals and acknowledges the character of the lo-
cation. I do this by empathetically immersing myself into
both object and ground, acting as a seismograph to plot

their intents. The unfolding dialogue is played out in the
void between them. It marks the ‘activation’ of the ground
and the transition of the object into an architectural charac-
ter – one that has been raised by the location. 

The exchange is mediated by the designer, whose own
projections and interpretations become part of the negotia-
tion process. By developing an empathy with both protago-
nists, their individual characteristics are voiced and
translated into form. The formal negotiations refine the po-
sitions of all participating protagonists and translate directly
into their heightened presence, or the energy they emanate,

turning the void between them into space. It is from within
the void that different forms of space emerge as a conse-
quence of the staged antagonism between object and
ground. At this stage, the design process is halted. 

In the course of a project, I am handling three subjects:
the architectural character, the ground and the energy that
develops in the void between them. This energised void
produces space – the core offering of architectural produc-
tion. I have come to understand that ‘activating the ground’
is a means to making the site contribute to the production
of architectural character and space. The path propagates

island 3 -  to the islands | unreasonable topografies
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Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my
architectural practice. Themes discussed include the
emergence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with
‘unreasonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented
here documents an approach to architectural design in
which these oppositions (confrontations) and the
unreasonable are understood as constructive pathways
towards developing the performative potential of designs
that tap into local histories and voices, including those of
the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself and the
ground it sits upon – to inform the site-related production
of architectural character and space. In doing so, the work
offers encouragement to accept the usefulness and validity
of the unreasonable in architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within

T hrough this research I seek to investigate the role of
the unreasonable in my design process and under-
stand the strategies I deploy to facilitate the poetic as-

pects of architecture and the emergence of space. I will lay
out the conditioning of my spatial intelligence1 in regard to
my personal and professional background, and relate it to
the influences of my peers and mentors. Unfolding the
characteristics of my practice the work will undergo three
steps of reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of
the past work I have done, testing the gained insights
against more recent designs, and, finally, speculating about
subsequent ramifications for future work, both for myself
and others. Working between Austria and Australia added
another duality to the alternating roles within practice-
based research of being both the observer and the observed. 

It was expected that the overlay of three different duali-
ties – practice / research, observer / observed,  Austria / Aus-
tralia - would allow me to discern blind spots in the
everyday practice of my work. A key aspect of my practice is
the continuous reworking of the same topics under changed
circumstances. Themes to be discussed include the emer-
gence of space from a staged opposition between the archi-
tectural object and the site, and the relationship between
intuitive and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both of
these there is a necessary engagement with forms of ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought, action or behaviours. Although this de-
sign research develops around my own specific approaches
and handlings, I believe that the insights gained through
this PhD will be of value to the wider community of de-
signers as they address issues, values and questions inherent
to contemporary design and the production of architecture. 

The main focus of my reflections will be the architec-
tural work I produced since graduating from the masterclass
of Wolf D. Prix at the University for Applied Arts Vienna in

introduction

2000. The working title of my PhD Little Creatures - or ar-
chitecture as chemistry related to the morphological quality
of architectural bodies that utilise the site as a stage in order
to negotiate space. Two different dialogues have informed
the interrogation documented here. One is a series of inter-
views conducted by my colleague Nell Anglae. Some frag-
ments of the interviews have remained in this document.
The other are my presentations at the RMIT Practice Re-
search Seminars, where my work and preliminary findings
were critiqued by colleagues. Transcripts of both have
formed the point of departure for this catalogue, which it-
self became a third layer of analysis.

Prologue covers the non-architectural backdrop from
which my spatial intelligence developed. It concerns aspects
of my family background as well as my studies in Visual
Communication Design which both influence the manner
in which I work today. Coinage looks at my architectural
upbringing, working at Coop Himmelb(l)au, studying in
the masterclass of Wolf D. Prix, and the wider Austrian de-
sign-community. The following two chapters defoliate the
choreography of my design process. Modes interrogates the
two antagonistic strategies of assessment – intuitive and an-
alytic – that accompany the conception of my work. Agents
examines this process from the perspective of its main pro-
tagonist – character, ground, void – and follows their differ-
ent stages of their development. Cases reflects on three
different projects that were done within this PhD, exempli-
fying the discussions and insights from the previous chap-
ters. Conclusion subsumes ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ I design
the way I do, and highlights the implications that arise from
this research.

1 with reference to the work of Leon van

Schaik, see: van Schaik, Spatial Intelligence:

New Futures for Architecture.

process diagram | a mediated conflict between the object and the ground - photo: Peter Whyte

Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my ar-
chitectural practice. Themes discussed include the emer-
gence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented here
documents an approach to architectural design in which
these oppositions (confrontations) and the unreasonable are
understood as constructive pathways towards developing
the performative potential of designs that tap into local his-
tories and voices, including those of the seemingly inani-
mate – the architecture itself and the ground it sits upon –
to inform the site-related production of architectural char-
acter and space. In doing so, the work offers encouragement
to accept the usefulness and validity of the unreasonable in
architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within
a discourse whose evaluation parameters predominantly
involve reason. By examining my own work and that of
other designers, I will show how relinquishing control and
harnessing seemingly illogical actions can become tools in
fostering the emergence of new ideas and solutions in an
otherwise highly regimented environment. The context of
my design work is set by the relationships between existing
fabrics and a secondary layer of architectural form, whose
investigation contributes to the discourse on sensible
models of urban growth, unfolding strategies for retrofit,
additions and densification. The work not only explores
how the interests of multiple custodians and stakeholders
are accommodated, but also examines the architect’s
responsibility to find even more histories and voices to
actualise unrecognised potentials and desires. In doing so,

the work offers a critique on the simplistic appropriation of
modernity in architecture while also raising debates about
the values pursued in design approval processes and the
ways in which site relatedness is both produced and judged. 

The inquiry is carried out through design projects and is
reciprocally influenced by text-based observations.
Accordingly, the findings are communicated in the language
of the discipline – drawings, renders, photographs – and
accompanied by a written exegesis. The introspective
analysis of my architectural work and the in-depth
description of the creative processes steering it offer a
critical perspective on my own work in relation to that of
other designers and architects. Unfolding the characteristics
of my practice, the investigation underwent three steps of
reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of past
work, testing the gained insights against projects that are
currently in production and finally speculating about the
ramifications of this research for future design works. 

The research investigates how unreasonable processes
contribute to architectural production when balanced with
intellectual synthesis. Other dualities include working
between Austria and Australia, and the alternating roles
occupied within the practice-based research of being both
the observer and the observed. It was expected that the
overlay of these three different dualities – unreasonable
versus analytic, observer versus observed, Austria versus
Australia – would allow me to discern the blind spots in my
practice and unfold insights that are of value to the wider
community, addressing issues, values and questions inherent

Projects | Uralla Court 

Uralla Court - north east | lifted mass and ground reaction - image: Daniel Kerbler Uralla Court - interior | inserted volumes hover above the upper floor level - image: Daniel Kerbler

Agents | space

Uralla Court - sketch model, Blackwood, SA 2004

Interrogating the way in which different forms of space
materialize in response to separating the architectural
object from the ground. This is discussed in relation to
my coinage and the processes I employ to sense and cul-
tivate the mysterious nature of space.

L ifting the object differentiates it from the ground and
establishes the character as an independent entity. The
move creates a void that bears the potential to become

space. Leaving the object hovering and not touching the
ground follows a choreography that is only slightly altered
from project to project. Over the years this has resulted in a
formal language that discusses the placement of objects in
relation to each other and the ground. Lifting the mass has
a clear relationship to Coop Himmelb(l)au. The picture of
the leaping whale is a brand-mark that many of Wolf D.
Prix’s students carry. The image, in conjunction with Prix’s
quotations from Moby Dick1, epitomizes the essence of
man’s struggle with the elements, which transcends into the
“irrational battle against gravity.”2 This battle is continuous
in the lineage of Austrian Expressionism as the “expression
of the human struggle against the powers of fate.”3 The
photograph of a whale lifting himself up, out of the water
and into the air, proves that gravity can be overcome, even if
just for a moment and with great effort. Effort is actually
the point, as it is about overcoming one’s own weight, one’s
self. The mantra of the leaping whale has been repeated
again and again, so that one should not lose faith that it is
possible. If the whale can do it, then we can do it, if we are
prepared to overcome ourselves and invest into the effort.
Wolf D. Prix set this up as a goal, and we are all trying to
prove ourselves.

However, lifting the mass is not an invention of Coop Him-
melb(l)au. “Like all architects everywhere, Coop

Himmelb(l)au loves to wrestle with Newton’s gravity, archi-
tecture’s best friend.” 4 Friedrich Kiessler’s city in space
(1925) 5 is a visionary model for a city hovering above the
ground, (relating to El Lissitzky’s sky hooks from 1924)
which could be described as the Austrian founding moment
for the desire to counteract gravity. Dieter Bogner points
out that the motif of hovering is also present in Kiessler’s
Nucleus house (1931), the Space house (1933) and early ver-
sions of the Endless house, which is lifted up from the
ground by columns.6 Constant Nieuwenhuys lifts up an en-
tire city for the New Babylon project (1950-1960), Hans
Hollein proposes Superstructures above Vienna (1960) and a
Communication-interchange City (1963), both hovering
above existing cities. And while Günther Zamp Kelp (Ar-
chitecture School, 1965), Laurids Ortner (47. Stadt, 1966)
and Wolf D. Prix (Wohnhausanlage,1966) propose the de-
tachment from the ground in their student work, Lina Bo
Bardi already realises the lift with her Sao Paulo Art mu-
seum (1968), hovering above a public plaza and being sus-
pended from two massive concrete frames.

Lifting the mass responds to my coinage and the expecta-
tions that come with it. Opposing the gravitational pull,
while being equipped with the morphological attributes of
an object-oriented ontology, establishes the object as an in-
dependent body with a life of its own. The object has be-
come an actor, for whom the city or landscape (established
as a subject in their own right - activated ground) becomes a
partner in an ongoing dialogue. A negotiation process of
lifting, pushing and pulling unfurls, one that carves out
both actors’ specific attributes and establishes space in and
between them. ‘In-between’ is where I extend upon the
coinage of my mentors, and establish my own line of in-
quiry. I make a pact with the sea (ground) and turn it from
a backdrop into a character in its own right. The whale then
not just leaps but is also being lifted, evidencing a dynamic

In the foreword to Get off of my Cloud, Jeffrey Kipnis points
out that lifting the mass is not an end in itself, instead it
stands for liberation from the repressive machinery of
power, associated with ownership and control over the
ground-plane. Kipnis links Himmelb(l)au’s desire 

platforms are an “assault against the primacy of the ground”
7 and a first step towards the democratisation of the ground
plane. Coop Himmelb(l)au’s work extends a lineage that
“does not just deal with feudal control but also with the reg-
ulatory systems of architectural planning.”8 This is master-
fully demonstrated with their Falkestrasse rooftop
extension, where Coop Himmelb(l)au declare the architec-
ture a piece of art, exploiting a loophole within the council’s
legal provisions and allowing the building to proceed where
Council’s rules would otherwise have inhibited it. But the
conceptual circumnavigation is not enough. Himmelb(l)au
is not a theoretical practice that is satisfied with the repre-
sentation of an idea, instead they need to physically build in
order to give phenomenological evidence. 

The phenomenological evidence I am looking for lies in the
space that can be experienced flowing in and between the
sub-volumes of the built form and the ground, where the
continuity of the space meets the continuity of the land-
scape. In an ideal setup I imagine the space between object
and ground to be a spatial knot, whose loose ends branch
out in all directions, horizontally and vertically. I am look-
ing for a fusion of different instances of space: the space im-
plicated by the overall form and its sub-volumes, the space
between those volumes and the ground, and the space that
both character and ground radiate through their presence.
Chillida describes three different forms of space: a) space as
an energy that a place or object radiates, b) the space be-
tween objects, c) the space within an object. The space

within is indicated by the object’s outside appearance, its
shell, and thus feeds the aura of the object. In my process
radiant space happens when the object has been developed
in such a way that it becomes a character. It then emanates
space in form of an ambience. Through dialogue with the
character, the ground expresses its own qualities, becoming
activated and emanating space. The void between is being
charged by the presence of both object and ground. It now
radiates space in the form of an atmosphere, as well as de-
scribing the physical extents of the space they frame. This is
the archetypical script for my projects. The plans and sec-
tions for Uralla Court I illustrate this dynamic.9 All the indi-
vidual pockets of space are interconnected, which allows the
space to flow freely between them. This entity of multiple
spatial situations can never be physically overlooked, it is
only graspable as a whole through imagination or as a se-
quence of events in time.

For me space is dead – a mere void - when its configuration
can be grasped or imagined by a single look. It is alive,
when the spatial configuration can not be understood from
a single vantage point. When time and movement need to
be invested, and even then the space still remains ungras-
pable, keeping a certain mystery. Walking through a build-
ing and never actually reaching the point where everything
is understood, that is the ideal. This is the condition when
the complexity of the building reaches that of natural envi-
ronments, yet without mimicking their formal appearances.
I try to offer as many choices as possible, as many variations
of spatial situations as the program allows. That is, I believe,
my role as an architect. I have to organise space and pro-
gram, but within that I offer various perceptions, like what
might be encountered when wandering through a forest or
the bush. Today, when cities are growing at the expense of
natural environments, therefore limiting our experiential
bandwidth, architecture will have to give back and increase

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The result is an internally defined ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia. Uralla Court II
is the redesign of the original Uralla Court with changed pa-
rameters; the reduction of program and usable space by two
thirds. The spatial concept remains the same, previously en-
closed spaces at the lower level are now used as sheltered
outdoor spaces. Mapping and categorising my past work
has revealed a recurring choreography that employs three
main agents: object, ground and space. 

Uralla Court - between building shell and hovering volume

Uralla Court II - south east & south west - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - cross section and structural diagram

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

The competition entry for the Austrian Expo Pavilion 2010
was conceived as one large resonating body, working as a

AN-house - ground reaction 

AN-house - sections and floor plans 

Modes | analytic

AN-house - booklet | interrogating the problem

through graphic representation and reflection

Interrogating the way in which I use a second mode of
assessment - the analytic – in order to view the project
through the eyes of an observer, aiming to determine pur-
pose and meaning that are valid beyond my own per-
sonal interests.

“Design is about ideas that are so simple that one should be
able to explain them to someone else over the phone.” 1

P arallel to the subjective complex of the relationship
between character and the ground, and the emer-
gence of space, runs the booklet reflection. It puts

me in a position in which I aim to see the project from an
outside perspective, through the eyes of an observer. During
my studies in visual communication design I started to con-
sciously differentiate between my own perspective and that
of an external audience. I continue this practice, when I test
and validate the conceptual feasibility of a project, through
the production of a presentation booklet that runs parallel
to the design from the start. Producing a graphic representa-
tion, even though a conclusive solution has not yet been
found, helps me to sieve through the material and select the
pieces from which a coherent proposal can be formed. I do
so by applying different frames of reference, which explore
where the project’s contribution might lie. Conceptual feasi-
bility is achieved when the project’s argument can be con-
densed in an abstract form and successfully communicated.
Insights from this process continuously feed back into the
design process, where I try to coalesce personal and external
agendas. The booklet production facilitates the iterative
break between doing and assessing, between making choices
and weeding out excess, in order to arrive at an idea that
can be shared with others. Ideally I am then able to coalesce
personal and external agendas within a single project.

A current example is the booklet for the AN-house 2. It
accompanied the project from the beginning onwards and
was also used to discuss the design with the client. Each
booklet starts with defining the format and setting up a
graphical design grid, depending on whether it will be used
for print, or as a digital presentation as well. The durable
record you are holding in your hands, for instance, was con-
ceived as both booklet and screen presentation, and I have
used it in this format since my first PRS presentation. In the
case of the AN-house it was just for print purposes. It
started with visualising the design’s legal context, followed
by an array of massing models that explore what is legally
possible and which different approaches could be taken. It
is important to me that I enjoy working on the booklet. It is
not just a dry record of facts and actions, it also includes
references to my own background, in this case my travels in
Chile, or topics relating to the client. The client here is a
food stylist, who had introduced me to Meatpaper,3 a print
magazine of art and ideas about meat. I picked this up in
the way I illustrated the client’s brief scenarios, in the form
of a meat chart, which explains where the different cuts
come from. In the end the booklet builds up a visual narra-
tive that follows and illustrates the design ideas. Through it
I keep track of the various lines of thought, critically reflect
on my ideas, communicate them with the client, as well as,
in an amended version, with the local Council.

In the seminal exhibition Architecture 4 at Galerie St.
Stephan, Hans Hollein argues that architecture is not the
materialisation of its function, but the transformation of an
idea through the act of building. 

“Architecture is without purpose. What we build will
find its usefulness. Form does not follow function. Form
does not originate by itself. It is the great decision of man to
make a building into a cube, a pyramid or a sphere. 

...we are building what we want, making an architecture
that is not determined by technique, but that uses tech-
nique – pure, absolute architecture.” 5 Hollein’s critique on
the simplified reading of modernity during the 1960’s is an
articulate acknowledgement and endorsement of the poetic 
and spiritual qualities within architecture. 

It is an easy way out if architects base their design on quan-
tifiable equations of functional performance. For him a
building becomes architecture when it expresses the human
need to create objects that transcend their applicability. 

His commentary is still valid today, as it is much easier
to gain acceptance for a design, if it can deliver a genealogy
that exists within the realm of reason, than it is to argue for
the unquantifiable qualities of space. Sensing the qualities
of space happens in an intimate dialogue between the indi-
vidual and the physical object. It is determined by our pres-
ent awareness as much as our past experiences. Thus
assessing space is a subjective matter, and ‘recorded’ through
our bodily reactions. These ‘feelings’ are then translated to
more objective yet still unquantifiable terms like pleasant,
animated, elevating, gloomy, stale, harsh, etc., in order to
communicate our experiences. However, neither words nor
drawings can properly project spatial experiences in ad-
vance. They can evoke connotations in the learned, but the
spatial experience itself can not be predictably proven.
Within a discourse, whose predominant evaluation parame-
ters revolve around logic and reason, or expectations of
quantifiable performance, diagram architecture has become
very successful. It reduces a complex relationship to a few
aspects that are either quantifiable or function through vi-
sual resemblance. The result (building) is measured only
against its simplified projection (diagram), and thus appears
coherent. However, this happens on the expense of a multi-
layered interpretational reading of the project. Minor sub-

plots, enriching the experience, are edited out. 

Aspects of my booklet production could put my practice
in relation to a diagram practice. The difference is that I do
not rely on the strength of reason, but define a project also
through my subjective private agenda, which is concerned
with the experience of space, caused by the sculpted form
and ongoing dialogue between the lifted object and the acti-
vated ground. Without them there would be no project.
Parallel to the physical design process, reflecting my per-
sonal agenda, I construct a narrative which serves the ob-
server’s agenda, and facilitates the understanding of the
project from this perspective. Both points of view are closely
linked, but do not necessarily reflect each other. The book-
let production helps me to switch between perspectives, and
thus understand the project, and then to lay out a trail in
which I want the project to be read and understood. The
booklet acts like the storyboard of a movie, laying out the
events, using transitions, cross-fades, inserts and cuts, filmic
tools that relate back to my first degree.  

During my 5th PRS Paul Minifie commented on the
booklet reflection: 

“But it seems that this is sort of part of an internal
process as well, that is not dissimilar to the way you discuss
your internal process, where you say you do stuff, but then
there is a moment at which it becomes a thing.  You know,
at which point you identify that the project has some partic-
ular satisfying set of characteristics. But more than that,
they seem to acquire names, right?  And the names give an
account of the qualities that those projects attain for you at
a particular moment, when you go, right. So that is how it
is going to take its form, the air conditioning duct or piece
of ground, or you know, the hovering thing.  That to me is
a really interesting moment, in what you do. It’s almost like

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | Girardigasse - opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tres of fitness studios and offices above a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite
functioning as an infill, the building presents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy

Case study | Thalia Graz

might initially suppress because they are considered to be
errors. Without errors, there would be no evolution – they
are intrinsic to the development of life. Likewise in design.
By supressing the ‘incorrect’ and not giving the unknown
sufficient time or opportunity to develop its potential, we
lose a vital passage to innovation. 

Staging and mediating a confrontation has become my
method of creating errors. It assumes and accepts the alive-
ness and subjectivity of all agents involved – the architec-

lies in its ability to promote a state of deliberate unas-
sured-ness that allows the designer to circumvent the often
internalised and at times mandatory restrictions set up by
professionalisation. Being ‘between’ helps in making con-
nections across the borders of disciplines and connect seem-
ingly unrelated material in order to spur new ideas. 

Here lies the basis of interdisciplinarity, the rejection of
approved ‘best practice’ in favour of asking ‘what if ’. By
temporarily relinquishing control – in particular at the be-
ginning of the design processes – the rigid structure of con-
ventional wisdom can be dissolved, allowing for new
connections to be seen and formed. Working with and
through indeterminate material gives creative agency back
to the designer, who can see anew and discover a situation’s
individual affordance. By masking cultural references or the
functionalist reading of modernity, the responsibility for
form and space are back in the architect’s hands. Neither is
given by a higher order but can be worked out individually.
In the process, designers are asked to define their position
within different and at times conflicting interests, including
the emotional, poetic and spiritual qualities embedded in
architecture.

Being reasonable only gets us to where we already are.
Architecture is a cultural achievement and, as such, a prod-
uct of society. The acceptance of architectural form is based
on being a recognisable part of an existing culture, trigger-
ing a sense of belonging and validity through reference.
Hence, one could define culture as being conservative per
se, as everything that is deemed culturally significant relies
on matching an established canon of values, be it in regard
to form or social behaviours. With this judgement comes a
level of moralisation, where certain aesthetics are deemed
ethically more – or less – valuable than others. Operating
inside a sphere of established values is reassuring. However,
to advance the discipline, we need to step outside of existing
certainties and create ‘a difference which makes a differ-
ence’.  Embracing the unreasonable is a tool to facilitate this
step. It allows for other voices, other spaces – ones that we

site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and
finding ways to incorporate constraints, on the background
of an overarching personal agenda, reflects the specifity of
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpreted as a first at-
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

make the new structure stand out as much as possible, since
a less distinct building would have merely contributed to
the already existing visual noise. The new arrival acted like a
magnetic pole that reorientated the bearings of all the mat-
ter in range. The addition became both a solitaire and a
binder of aggregate by occupying all the gaps between the
disparate buildings while also developing an individual pres-
ence that radiated into the context, giving the entire ensem-
ble a new identity. The new character is the result of a
careful negotiation between the extracted object and the ex-
isting built fabric. A dialogue that sometimes turned into
conflict established the terms of cohabitation and the emer-
gence of different expressions of space: internal space impli-
cated by the object shape, space between the object and
ground, and space radiated by the architectural character.
Although the new building is clearly ‘not from here’, one
can read that it has adapted itself to the local conditions as
much as the existing ground – the four buildings – have
adapted themselves in order to accommodate the new ar-
rival. This follows a process of give and take, out of which
the whole arises as a strengthened unit. This only works if
the character is strong enough to initiate and steer the de-
velopment, as the ground itself has a tendency to cultivate
its inertia and remain inactive as long as it is not challenged.

<H1>Silent activation—Due to the fact that the ground
is made up of existing buildings with a continuous pro-
gramming (theatre, café, workshop, retail outlets and of-
fices), its activation had to remain relatively ‘silent’ in order
to minimise disturbance. This meant that the ground was
predominantly acknowledged by being listened to, and
physical movement had to remain subtle. The ground still
reacted, just not to the extent we would have seen with a
project on natural soil. Parts of the existing offices on the
south-eastern side still caved in to create room for vertical
access, while walls within were thickened to bear the load of
the addition. Some walls on the north-eastern side extended
towards the character, supporting its cantilevering volumes.
Finding ways to incorporate constraints while still catering
for personal agendas reflects the specificity of the architec-

Thalia Graz balances all aspects of my previously dis-
cussed design process. It follows the central chain of
events (field – figure – character / site – ground – activa-
tion) and uses both methods of assessment (emotive cog-
nition & intellectual synthesis) for form finding and
conceptualisation. Its morphological features (compact
yet animated) identify it as representative of my formal
language. Technical topologies like structure, roof,
façade, etc. are integrated into an all-encompassing
skin, supporting the motif of one bodily character.  The
activation of the ground is both ‘silent’ and ‘proactive’. It
is expressed in the way that the ground retreats and ad-
vances in reaction to the new arrival, while at the same
time affecting its transition from field to object to charac-
ter.  Focusing on the object (via the empathy developed
for the ground) responds to my belief that the care and at-
tention I put into the design will radiate back as an en-
ergy that fuels the emergence of space in form of an
emitted ambience or atmosphere. This energy fuels the
most important occurrence of space in this project: the
character’s presence, emanating into the context and
giving it identity. 

1 the topic of vessels is present in other proj-

ects as well: Uralla Court, Suzuki house, EAF

Thalia Graz - floor plan level 6 

Thalia Graz - west & east elevations

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For
me, unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for
interpretation that is missed if the operational realm is con-
fined by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also
mean to position oneself ‘between’ established areas of ex-
pertise or familiarity such as the place I occupy when har-
nessing the two streams of education I undertook, or when
working between different continents and their respective
architectural and academic cultures. Unreasonableness can
be found in the way that I allow intuitive synthesis and
emotive cognition to guide the direction of my projects,
how I misuse or co-opt features from fields unrelated to ar-
chitecture, confront a site with unrelated spatial informa-
tion or empathise with objects and the site. Being
in-between puts the designer in the position of a ‘libero’,  a
free agent, who reaches their goals by fluidly assuming dif-
ferent roles and positions. A prerequisite for this multiva-
lence is the acceptance of momentary unreasonableness and
illogic – or, in other words, the suspension of disbelief and
the engagement in serious play.

The benefit of the unreasonable for creative practices.

Thalia Graz | view towards State Opera House - photo: Herta Hurnaus

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

Masking established connotations and value systems enables
a designer to ‘see anew’ and become aware of the potentials
presented by misappropriated objects, and stage semantic
transfers, in this case from the context of infrastructure to
human habitation. Besides addressing the client’s needs, the
project also offers a social surplus by engaging the public
and the profession in a dialogue about the ways that design
policies shape our cities. By identifying the existing rooftop
infrastructures as a local typology, the project ironically dis-
cusses the council’s guidelines for design approvals, effec-
tively questioning its desire to use the argument of
contextualisation as a means to enforcing the emulation of
local appearances. Discovering such solutions and putting
them to use gives me joy. Creating an object that (1) solves
a problem while (2) having an aesthetic value that con-
tributes positively to the atmosphere of the place and (3) in-
stigates a discourse makes me happy. 

The key principles in the development of the EAF addition
are: (1) identifying air-conditioning units as a prevalent
rooftop typology in the Adelaide CBD, (2) acknowledging
the building code that asks for new developments to mimic
‘local character’ and (3) overlaying both to justify the trans-
formation of a technical infrastructure into a habitat for vis-
iting artists. In this case, volumes originally used for
condensation and evaporation in an air-conditioning unit
now facilitate studio, bedroom and storage spaces. And
while the physical environment stays the same, the context
of reception and evaluation changes from the technical per-
formance of a piece of infrastructure to legalistic guidelines
governing the aesthetics of human habitation. To manage
this displacement, moving from one value system to an-
other, the architectural object draws on a tactical deceit, al-
lowing it to be read as either infrastructure or dwelling,
depending on the viewer’s perspective. In the process of
gaining planning approval, the object disguises itself as a

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. Since this was my first
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects
(heavy mass, compact figures, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
field of information, which I then intended to read and in-
terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and
thus depicted the first instance of the unreasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial
field, and used it as an oblique and heterogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob

differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has
been considered in the modulation of the topography, so
that smooth transitions and inclinations below the thresh-
old of 1 in 20 could be achieved for dedicated corridors.
The frayed design offers multiple choices of movement, as
well as creating different spatial situations for rest or play,
either along the steps and terraces of the riversides, or the
holes and slits in the object. Different forms of interaction
with the water are provided by the defined spaces between
the object and the ground. Further, the voids and slits
within the object will create a spectacle of dappled light un-
derneath the bridge, which will be experienced by those
who cruise the Torrens in paddleboats. 

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

F or the exhibition To the Islands - The Architecture of
Isolated Solutions the curators Jennifer Harvey and
Sean Pickergill asked architects and artists to collabo-

rate and interrogate the architectural qualities within the
concept of islands. We were asked to respond to a chapter
from True Stories, a fictitious piece of travel literature by Lu-
cian of Samosata .1 The text borders on the absurd and reads
as a parody of Homer’s Odyssey. In this project the ‘unrea-
sonable’ was introduced in form of the text we were asked
to respond to, as well as the suggested collaboration with
the artist Margit Brünner. Hélène Frichot writes:

“Margit’s work is ostensibly located between the spatial
arts and performance art, but she is an architect. Her explo-
rations endeavour to discover the best means of producing
joyful affects, with an emphasis on the milieu, or relation-
ship between the environment-world and ever-transforming
subject (or processes of subjectification): this is what she
names atmosphere. Hers is a practice of immanence, ever
located, situated, inspired by embodied learning.”2

We agreed to select two different thematic strands
within Samosta’s text. While I looked at The Isle within the
Whale – Oceanic Monstrosities, Margit focused on The Isle of
the Blessed – Production without Effort. We then set up a
mode of operating in which we would iteratively interpret
each other’s moves. One person would start with an arte-
fact, a model or drawing, then pass it on to the other, who
would develop it further and then return it for the next step
of transformation. 

Margit started by engaging into a conversation with a
site in Port Adelaide, tracing its atmospheric moves by

Dissecting the whale is the most recent step in an ongo-
ing series of installations. Their aim is to explore and
test the topics of my research in a medium that is free
from program or functional constraints, revealing aspira-
tions and contradictions that are present in my work. 

Case study | Dissecting the whale

dock 2 - to the islands | Margit Brünner’s site reading, a sketch model supplied for interpretation

‘drawing’ paper models with a Stanley Knife, and passing
them on. After transcribing them from physical to digital,
in order to familiarise myself with their spatial qualities, I
produced a series of renders, hypothetical spatial scenarios
that anticipated different scales and points of reference. This
formed the point of departure for reading and interpreting
the three dimensional information in regards to traces of the
whale, which I assumed was hiding within. 

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-
faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

tice. They steer a project’s morphological evolution from an
arbitrary input to an intrinsic figure that eventually ad-
vances towards an architectural character. This process is
propelled by two modes of interrogation. One is based on
emotive cognition, giving voice to the site, the architectural
object and the author. The other engages in an analytic syn-
thesis of the observed genesis, aiming to conceptualise a
project by applying a frame of reference that can be shared
with others. The project continuously oscillates between ir-
rational/intuitive advancements and rational/objective steps
of justification, to ‘make sense’ from these two different
epistemological realms. 

In the first instance, the unreasonable acts as a catalyst,
introduced, for example, as a three-dimensional field of in-
formation, a found object, exaptation, or through the col-
laboration with another person to kick-start the design. Its
purpose is to disassociate oneself from superficial predispo-
sitions while at the same time strengthening the position of
the author, who, in the process of working through the for-
eign material, has to make a stand for his own position. My
selection criteria here revolve around the potency of form to
induce space and create emotional responses. Being driven
by emotive cognition represents the second instance of ‘un-
reasonableness’ in my design process. Here, I try to develop
empathy for the objects that I handle, iteratively immersing
myself into each of the project’s protagonists, and eventually
reaching a state of self-forgetfulness where work becomes se-
rious play. Sensing a lead for a possible solution affects me
as a bodily feeling – a registration of joy that serves as a lit-
mus test for the project’s direction and eventual success. 

A parallel analytic mode of assessment is concerned with
testing the conceptual feasibility of a project by viewing it
through the eyes of an external observer, aiming to deter-
mine purpose and meaning that are valid beyond my own
personal agendas and projections. This step is pursued
through the production of graphic representations, a story-
book that validates a poetic proposal by arguing it through a
different lens. In doing so, I transfer parameters from
graphic design, film and photography into the architectural
context and establish form as a signifier of meaning. I con-
sciously differentiate between my own interest in the project
and those of other audiences, setting up a narrative along
which I seek a project to be read. Alternating between two
modes of assessment assists in understanding the entire on-
tological bandwidth of design, and coalesces personal and
external agendas within a single project. 

Mapping and categorising my past work has revealed a
recurring choreography that employs three main agents: ob-
ject, ground and space. A figure materialises from an ab-
stract field and gradually matures to become an
architectural character that emanates space. In this process,
the initial excess of information is being distilled until no
further simplification is possible, however, without compro-
mising the spatial experiences or the sculptural quality of
the work. My aim is to endow the object with a sense of
personality, enabling an active relationship between the
building and the user. I believe this makes truly sustainable
architecture – unique buildings that are loved. 

How to integrate the location into a design is a core
question of my practice. There are many ways to ‘respect’

Interrogating my practice has unveiled the tactics that I
deploy in order to facilitate the poetics of architecture
within an environment that is dominated by expectations of
quantifiable performance or theory-based validation. A se-
ries of choreographed events sits at the centre of my prac-

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented
his / her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result
the skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we consid-
ered this intervention as part of the transitional processes,
however, after security guards threatened to have the object
removed, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous art-piece that is not attached to a specific artist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or improvisation might be defined as presence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the primacy of architecture-as-form over architecture-as-
context and is based on the acknowledgement of emotional
intelligence and irrational beginnings. 

In the past, I never decided in which way it is best to
talk about my work: through its phenotype (the expressed
features of form), its genotype (the strategic choreography
that determines its genesis) or its modes of assessment
(emotive cognition and intellectual analysis). There ap-
peared to be little acceptance for ‘feeling’ my way forward,
assuming the liveliness of all agents involved and immersing
myself into the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself

and the ground upon which it sits. Initially, the analytic
mode as assessment was a means of concealing the personal
motives that take place in my work. Now, operating be-
tween emotive cognition on the one side and intellectual
synthesis on the other serves to acknowledge the full band-
width of architectural ontology, from experiential and sub-
jective values to the limits of materials, techniques and
meaning. 

This undecidedness led me to understand a key condi-
tion of my practice: to be in-between. Being in-between is a
position that can be considered unreasonable if viewed from

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For me,
unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for inter-
pretation that is missed if the operational realm is confined
by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also mean to
position oneself ‘between’ established areas of expertise or
familiarity such as the place I occupy when harnessing the
two streams of education I undertook, or when working be-
tween different continents and their respective architectural

the whale - to the islands - SASA Gallery Adelaide 2011 | third interpretation
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The blueprint of my design process is a threefold chore-
ography. Its spine is made up of a sequence of events
that are flanked by two different modes of interrogation,
one is intuitive, the other analytic. This chapter examines
how I utilise the unreasonable.

L ooking at my work within the frame of this PhD has
revealed the underlying skeleton of my design process.
The central sequence of the diagram on the left de-

fines ‘what’ happens, while the parallel strategies determine
‘how’ things develop. Most projects starts with the intro-
duction of the unreasonable, either in the form of a field of
information (from which I then extract a concise figure), or
as a found object introduced from a different context. Here-
after the figure engages in a dialogue with the site, a move
that differentiates the figure from the ground, turning it
into a character, while also activating the ground as an en-
tity in its own right. Character and ground then negotiate
the essential quality of the project, which is space. Depend-
ing on each individual project, the two accompanying
modes of operation have a unique impact. The intuitive
synthesis tackles the project from the morphological side. It
evaluates character, ground and space by developing an em-
pathy for each of them. The analytic viewpoint deals with
the project’s perception, the way in which it is assumed to
be read by the audience 1 and myself. This constitutes the
semantic level of the project, relating back to my studies in
visual communication design. Here I engage with an ob-
server’s perspective in order to develop a coherent concep-
tual proposal, and validate the project beyond my subjective
decisions. The format of this analytical stream is a presenta-
tion booklet that accompanies the project from the very be-
ginning. It tests the conceptual feasibility of a project and
acknowledges the public’s desire for reason. form - space form - meaning
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a central sequence of choreographed events

that is subject to two modes of assessment. 

Modes | unreasonable

K. Verbeek investigates the benefits of randomness in
the design act2. A project has to have an idea, it needs to
make sense, but it only needs to make sense at the end of
the process. Aiming for reason and determinacy in each
step, particularly at the beginning of a design process, 

can be counterproductive, as it keeps the designer
within the corridors of existing solutions and expectations.
Thus diminishing the possibility to establish novel combi-
nations. Introducing the unreasonable is a technique that
supports drawing connections between seemingly unrelated
fields and materials. The unreasonable forms the fertile soil
from which a conceptual idea can stem in the attempt of
reading and analysing its potential. Careful observation and
the direct handling of material sits at the core of my prac-
tice. They are the prerequisite for hunches to arise, to settle
and form an idea. The unreasonable is introduced in differ-
ent ways in each project, but in any case it is materialised in
a graspable / hand-able form. Sometimes it materialises as a
field of forms; Thalia Graz: voids from the surrounding de-
velopments, River Torrens footbridge: overlay of sketch mod-
els from previous projects, a found object; EAF extension:
air-conditioning units, Uralla Court: sponge and jacked up
boat hull, or via a collaborative process with another author. 

For the exhibition To the Islands the unreasonable was
introduced through the artist Margit Brünner, whose paper
models stood at the beginning of the design process. The
collaboration was laid out in such a way that we would pass
artefacts between us, but would not work on them together.
I received her models and then interpreted them, in order to
produce the next generation of objects. The unreasonable
was nevertheless site related, as Margit had produced them
in response to her performative interactions with a particu-
lar site in Port Adelaide. Anything from the site can con-
tribute to the project in a meaningful way, even when at the

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts

Projects | AN-house

AN-house - south east

The object-orientated ontology of my work is put in rela-
tion to the modes of operation (emotive cognition and in-
tellectual synthesis), the aims I pursue and the
architectural background I come from. Addressing the
morphological evolution of past work and the tendencies
that have become obvious in present work, foreshadow-
ing coming developments.

I t appears as if I’m chasing a very particular whale, as
similar forms occur in different projects, yet I believe
not to have a preconceived idea of the ideal form or

shape at the beginning of a project. It is only on reflection
that shapes can be associated with a particular family of ob-
jects, relating to the way I work or the architectural habitat
I come from. All of my objects have mass and weight, are
clear-cut and often appear hermetically closed. Their fea-
tures are cut from straight or single curved lines that join at
obtuse angles, resulting in compact and heavy figures that
nevertheless express a sense of mobility. Their surfaces are
flat and not articulated or ornamented, except for openings
that are created by peeling or cutting away on an all-encom-
passing skin. Construction is either integrated in the skin or
substituted by internal sub-volumes. There are no structural
grids. The continuous skin and the integrated structure are
probably the most obvious features that support the motif
of an architectural body or creature. 

I use the term creature to express the liveliness of my ar-
chitectural objects. I’m unsure if creature is in fact the right
term, because of its possible zoomorphic connotation. Re-
ferring to the object as a creature does not aim at giving it
validity through a morphological relationship with either
flora or fauna. Its genetic code lies within me, the author’s
personal history and experience, and the field of informa-
tion from which it is extracted. During the course of the

Agents | characters

project the creature itself gathers experiences and thus grad-
ually turns into a character that establishes its place within
the project. Different names – field, figure, creature, charac-
ter – hint at different stages of the design process. In the
end the characters radiate confidence and calmness, as if
being at ease with themselves. Yet there is also a tension
within them, which suggest the potential of movement, of
leaving or taking off, a notion that is amplified by the dis-
tance that they keep to the ground. 

I’m seeking to create a sense of personality within the
characters that populate my work, which has become a pur-
pose in its own right. It links back to how I was brought up
in architecture. Coop Himmelb(l)au established the author
as being at the centre of the design. Through their intuitive
scribbles, an emotion was captured that was then translated
and attempted to be carried through into the built work.
The author is as much present in the work as the client and
the brief, which eventually leads to an authentic, independ-
ent, building. Yet it is not the icon of the object that is at
the centre of my interest, it is the spatial experience. I fabri-
cate the character as an agent that prompts a reaction from
the site, kick starting a dialogue from which the space, be-
tween object and ground, unfurls. This can be identified in
many projects, yet, depending on the circumstances, it is
not equally obvious. At Uralla Court an array of different
spatial situations unfold between the ground and the char-
acter, becoming spatial sequences along different trajecto-
ries; a quality that Wolf D. Prix said to be a particular
attribute of Austrian architecture. For this reason the project
was selected to be part of the Austrian contribution to the
10. Architecture Biennale Venice, 2006.

Designing a sense of personality is interesting because it
supports the idea of an active relationship between the
building and the user. I think of it as a contribution to

The Whale - installation, Port Adelaide, South Australia 2012

sustainability, as, in my terms, sustainability is about
creating environments that we generally want to keep; that
we care about. In much built environment discourse sus-
tainability has been reduced to its functional aspects. One
of the challenges I face is the question of how to talk about
non-quantifiable qualities, as it is so much easier to argue
for things you can apply a number to. 

A building that just feels right, might be sustainable be-
cause it is loved - in the way it feels, smells, looks, behaves -
and therefore will be taken care of and given an extended
lifespan. How to communicate and prove these experiential
qualities in advance, when they only reveal themselves in
the final built work? My personal way of assessing the qual-
ity of a project beforehand, is through the sculptural and
haptic qualities of the characters and situations I design and
handle, during all stages of the design process. They must
feel right. I believe that a carefully treated model, that in it-
self has a presence and an aura, is my best tool in maintain-
ing the quality of the project, right through to the built
work. 

Parallel to the sculptural qualities of a project, I am
committed to all functional aspects - program, structure,
circulation, services, etc. - but I am not interested in signify-
ing those. What I am interested in are the poetic elements
that transcend the prosaic. I like a building to be an inhab-
itable sculpture, with the embedded surplus of program.
Mathias Boeckl explains that in Günther Domenig’s work
the “mechanic functionality of the design… is permanently
brought into accordance with the semantic level.”1 I try
doing the same, continuously revising both form and tech-
nical requirements until they coalesce. But, different to
Domenig, I do not want the care for those technical aspects
to be readable. I avoid exposing mechanic and structural

components by including them into the space defining ele-
ments, like internal walls or the skin of the building. The
attention to those aspects is only expressed in the long and
tedious process of tweaking the form until all the functional
aspects have been successfully accommodated. This process
of refinement is part of turning the initial figure into a com-
plex creature or character. The careful thought about struc-
ture, and its integration into the space defining elements, is
evident in the structural models and diagrams I produce, as
well as the detailed drawings that describe the integration of
services into the building’s skin.

Some of the formal similarities shared by my projects
may evolve from the fact that I start with solids, which I
work on in a subtractive manner. When I cut away material
from a block, be it either physical or digital, with a Stanley
knife or a single curve line, I tend to cut at shallow angles,
which results in stocky convex shapes. Whereas sharp and
pointy forms are predominantly the outcome of an additive
process. After the body of the solid is defined, it is shelled,
penetrated for openings, and inserted with sub-volumes. I
intend to realise a character’s formal appearance and spatial
sensation with the smallest possible effort, and “concentrate
forces in a minimum number of points.” 2 In the process of
developing form, the overload of information is being
boiled down, distilled and concentrated to its essence, until
no further simplification is possible without compromising
the spatial experience or sculptural quality of the work. At
Thalia Graz and Uralla Court I & II, the already satisfactory
form was elaborately fine tuned and geometrically simpli-
fied throughout the course of the whole design develop-
ment. I do this by continuously stepping back to a solid
mass model, and then going through the process of shelling
and fenestration, etc., again and again. In doing so I also
have the implementation process in mind, which I do not
want to overcomplicate with unnecessary complexity. 

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette | view from Opernring - photo: Herta Hurnaus

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them from objects into a field
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and
stitch them together in one large object. This process was
guided by immediate gut feeling, as well as the overarching
image of a ship camouflaged by dazzle painting. After defin-
ing a range of different superstructures, three or four figures
were built as physical models and evaluated for their spatial
and sculptural qualities. 

An early abstract render of the site fused the four exist-
ing buildings into one homogenous mass that reminded me
of an ocean liner. This lead to two different lines of re-
search: one into vessels,1 boats, spaceships, planes and sub-
marines, while the other looked into methods of concealing,
including dazzle paintings, camouflage and trompe l’oeil.
The aim was to blend the building into the background as a
means to homogenise the heterogeneous context. The idea

Process—The genesis of the design followed the previ-
ously described steps. In default of an immediate idea, I
produced a sea of spatial information, assuming that the
creature (or whale) was already present yet invisibly sub-
merged within. I then observed the ripples in the water,
waiting for the moment to extract the whale. In this case,
the field of information was provided by an inverted im-
print – materialised voids – of the surrounding densely
built-up area, and then overlaid with the site as digital mod-
els. On screen, the multiple fragments of existing spaces
were viewed in wireframe, turning them from objects into a
field condition. I would then turn individual parts to solid
display and stitch them together into one large object. This
process was guided by an immediate gut feeling. After
defining a range of different superstructures, three to four
figures were built as physical models and evaluated for their
spatial and sculptural qualities. An early abstract render of
the site fused the four existing buildings into one homoge-
nous mass that reminded me of an ocean liner. This led to
two different lines of research: one into vessels (boats, space-
ships, planes and submarines ), and the other into methods
of concealing volumes, including dazzle paintings, camou-
flage and trompe l’oeil. The aim was to blend the building
into the background as a means to homogenising the dis-
parate context.

Creating identity—The idea of camouflage was
dropped, and instead we pursued the opposite approach to

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and
thus influenced the development of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation
and floated in space like a fish in an aquarium. After the ex-
hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

local conditions. Some believe in touching the ground
lightly, others in emulating local appearances. My approach
ignores the lure of nicely considered site relatedness. In-
stead, it relies on the seemingly brutal move of staging a
confrontation between an introduced alien object and the
ground. Buildings do not fly. By keeping the object in an
unstable position, hovering above the ground, I create a
problem that demands a resolution. My aim is to provoke a
reaction from the site that, through my reading and inter-
pretation, reveals and acknowledges the character of the lo-
cation. I do this by empathetically immersing myself into
both object and ground, acting as a seismograph to plot

their intents. The unfolding dialogue is played out in the
void between them. It marks the ‘activation’ of the ground
and the transition of the object into an architectural charac-
ter – one that has been raised by the location. 

The exchange is mediated by the designer, whose own
projections and interpretations become part of the negotia-
tion process. By developing an empathy with both protago-
nists, their individual characteristics are voiced and
translated into form. The formal negotiations refine the po-
sitions of all participating protagonists and translate directly
into their heightened presence, or the energy they emanate,

turning the void between them into space. It is from within
the void that different forms of space emerge as a conse-
quence of the staged antagonism between object and
ground. At this stage, the design process is halted. 

In the course of a project, I am handling three subjects:
the architectural character, the ground and the energy that
develops in the void between them. This energised void
produces space – the core offering of architectural produc-
tion. I have come to understand that ‘activating the ground’
is a means to making the site contribute to the production
of architectural character and space. The path propagates

island 3 -  to the islands | unreasonable topografies
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Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my
architectural practice. Themes discussed include the
emergence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with
‘unreasonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented
here documents an approach to architectural design in
which these oppositions (confrontations) and the
unreasonable are understood as constructive pathways
towards developing the performative potential of designs
that tap into local histories and voices, including those of
the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself and the
ground it sits upon – to inform the site-related production
of architectural character and space. In doing so, the work
offers encouragement to accept the usefulness and validity
of the unreasonable in architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within

T hrough this research I seek to investigate the role of
the unreasonable in my design process and under-
stand the strategies I deploy to facilitate the poetic as-

pects of architecture and the emergence of space. I will lay
out the conditioning of my spatial intelligence1 in regard to
my personal and professional background, and relate it to
the influences of my peers and mentors. Unfolding the
characteristics of my practice the work will undergo three
steps of reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of
the past work I have done, testing the gained insights
against more recent designs, and, finally, speculating about
subsequent ramifications for future work, both for myself
and others. Working between Austria and Australia added
another duality to the alternating roles within practice-
based research of being both the observer and the observed. 

It was expected that the overlay of three different duali-
ties – practice / research, observer / observed,  Austria / Aus-
tralia - would allow me to discern blind spots in the
everyday practice of my work. A key aspect of my practice is
the continuous reworking of the same topics under changed
circumstances. Themes to be discussed include the emer-
gence of space from a staged opposition between the archi-
tectural object and the site, and the relationship between
intuitive and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both of
these there is a necessary engagement with forms of ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought, action or behaviours. Although this de-
sign research develops around my own specific approaches
and handlings, I believe that the insights gained through
this PhD will be of value to the wider community of de-
signers as they address issues, values and questions inherent
to contemporary design and the production of architecture. 

The main focus of my reflections will be the architec-
tural work I produced since graduating from the masterclass
of Wolf D. Prix at the University for Applied Arts Vienna in

introduction

2000. The working title of my PhD Little Creatures - or ar-
chitecture as chemistry related to the morphological quality
of architectural bodies that utilise the site as a stage in order
to negotiate space. Two different dialogues have informed
the interrogation documented here. One is a series of inter-
views conducted by my colleague Nell Anglae. Some frag-
ments of the interviews have remained in this document.
The other are my presentations at the RMIT Practice Re-
search Seminars, where my work and preliminary findings
were critiqued by colleagues. Transcripts of both have
formed the point of departure for this catalogue, which it-
self became a third layer of analysis.

Prologue covers the non-architectural backdrop from
which my spatial intelligence developed. It concerns aspects
of my family background as well as my studies in Visual
Communication Design which both influence the manner
in which I work today. Coinage looks at my architectural
upbringing, working at Coop Himmelb(l)au, studying in
the masterclass of Wolf D. Prix, and the wider Austrian de-
sign-community. The following two chapters defoliate the
choreography of my design process. Modes interrogates the
two antagonistic strategies of assessment – intuitive and an-
alytic – that accompany the conception of my work. Agents
examines this process from the perspective of its main pro-
tagonist – character, ground, void – and follows their differ-
ent stages of their development. Cases reflects on three
different projects that were done within this PhD, exempli-
fying the discussions and insights from the previous chap-
ters. Conclusion subsumes ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ I design
the way I do, and highlights the implications that arise from
this research.

1 with reference to the work of Leon van

Schaik, see: van Schaik, Spatial Intelligence:

New Futures for Architecture.

process diagram | a mediated conflict between the object and the ground - photo: Peter Whyte

Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my ar-
chitectural practice. Themes discussed include the emer-
gence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented here
documents an approach to architectural design in which
these oppositions (confrontations) and the unreasonable are
understood as constructive pathways towards developing
the performative potential of designs that tap into local his-
tories and voices, including those of the seemingly inani-
mate – the architecture itself and the ground it sits upon –
to inform the site-related production of architectural char-
acter and space. In doing so, the work offers encouragement
to accept the usefulness and validity of the unreasonable in
architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within
a discourse whose evaluation parameters predominantly
involve reason. By examining my own work and that of
other designers, I will show how relinquishing control and
harnessing seemingly illogical actions can become tools in
fostering the emergence of new ideas and solutions in an
otherwise highly regimented environment. The context of
my design work is set by the relationships between existing
fabrics and a secondary layer of architectural form, whose
investigation contributes to the discourse on sensible
models of urban growth, unfolding strategies for retrofit,
additions and densification. The work not only explores
how the interests of multiple custodians and stakeholders
are accommodated, but also examines the architect’s
responsibility to find even more histories and voices to
actualise unrecognised potentials and desires. In doing so,

the work offers a critique on the simplistic appropriation of
modernity in architecture while also raising debates about
the values pursued in design approval processes and the
ways in which site relatedness is both produced and judged. 

The inquiry is carried out through design projects and is
reciprocally influenced by text-based observations.
Accordingly, the findings are communicated in the language
of the discipline – drawings, renders, photographs – and
accompanied by a written exegesis. The introspective
analysis of my architectural work and the in-depth
description of the creative processes steering it offer a
critical perspective on my own work in relation to that of
other designers and architects. Unfolding the characteristics
of my practice, the investigation underwent three steps of
reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of past
work, testing the gained insights against projects that are
currently in production and finally speculating about the
ramifications of this research for future design works. 

The research investigates how unreasonable processes
contribute to architectural production when balanced with
intellectual synthesis. Other dualities include working
between Austria and Australia, and the alternating roles
occupied within the practice-based research of being both
the observer and the observed. It was expected that the
overlay of these three different dualities – unreasonable
versus analytic, observer versus observed, Austria versus
Australia – would allow me to discern the blind spots in my
practice and unfold insights that are of value to the wider
community, addressing issues, values and questions inherent

Projects | Uralla Court 

Uralla Court - north east | lifted mass and ground reaction - image: Daniel Kerbler Uralla Court - interior | inserted volumes hover above the upper floor level - image: Daniel Kerbler

Agents | space

Uralla Court - sketch model, Blackwood, SA 2004

Interrogating the way in which different forms of space
materialize in response to separating the architectural
object from the ground. This is discussed in relation to
my coinage and the processes I employ to sense and cul-
tivate the mysterious nature of space.

L ifting the object differentiates it from the ground and
establishes the character as an independent entity. The
move creates a void that bears the potential to become

space. Leaving the object hovering and not touching the
ground follows a choreography that is only slightly altered
from project to project. Over the years this has resulted in a
formal language that discusses the placement of objects in
relation to each other and the ground. Lifting the mass has
a clear relationship to Coop Himmelb(l)au. The picture of
the leaping whale is a brand-mark that many of Wolf D.
Prix’s students carry. The image, in conjunction with Prix’s
quotations from Moby Dick1, epitomizes the essence of
man’s struggle with the elements, which transcends into the
“irrational battle against gravity.”2 This battle is continuous
in the lineage of Austrian Expressionism as the “expression
of the human struggle against the powers of fate.”3 The
photograph of a whale lifting himself up, out of the water
and into the air, proves that gravity can be overcome, even if
just for a moment and with great effort. Effort is actually
the point, as it is about overcoming one’s own weight, one’s
self. The mantra of the leaping whale has been repeated
again and again, so that one should not lose faith that it is
possible. If the whale can do it, then we can do it, if we are
prepared to overcome ourselves and invest into the effort.
Wolf D. Prix set this up as a goal, and we are all trying to
prove ourselves.

However, lifting the mass is not an invention of Coop Him-
melb(l)au. “Like all architects everywhere, Coop

Himmelb(l)au loves to wrestle with Newton’s gravity, archi-
tecture’s best friend.” 4 Friedrich Kiessler’s city in space
(1925)5 is a visionary model for a city hovering above the
ground, (relating to El Lissitzky’s sky hooks from 1924)
which could be described as the Austrian founding moment
for the desire to counteract gravity. Dieter Bogner points
out that the motif of hovering is also present in Kiessler’s
Nucleus house (1931), the Space house (1933) and early ver-
sions of the Endless house, which is lifted up from the
ground by columns.6 Constant Nieuwenhuys lifts up an en-
tire city for the New Babylon project (1950-1960), Hans
Hollein proposes Superstructures above Vienna (1960) and a
Communication-interchange City (1963), both hovering
above existing cities. And while Günther Zamp Kelp (Ar-
chitecture School, 1965), Laurids Ortner (47. Stadt, 1966)
and Wolf D. Prix (Wohnhausanlage,1966) propose the de-
tachment from the ground in their student work, Lina Bo
Bardi already realises the lift with her Sao Paulo Art mu-
seum (1968), hovering above a public plaza and being sus-
pended from two massive concrete frames.

Lifting the mass responds to my coinage and the expecta-
tions that come with it. Opposing the gravitational pull,
while being equipped with the morphological attributes of
an object-oriented ontology, establishes the object as an in-
dependent body with a life of its own. The object has be-
come an actor, for whom the city or landscape (established
as a subject in their own right - activated ground) becomes a
partner in an ongoing dialogue. A negotiation process of
lifting, pushing and pulling unfurls, one that carves out
both actors’ specific attributes and establishes space in and
between them. ‘In-between’ is where I extend upon the
coinage of my mentors, and establish my own line of in-
quiry. I make a pact with the sea (ground) and turn it from
a backdrop into a character in its own right. The whale then
not just leaps but is also being lifted, evidencing a dynamic

In the foreword to Get off of my Cloud, Jeffrey Kipnis points
out that lifting the mass is not an end in itself, instead it
stands for liberation from the repressive machinery of
power, associated with ownership and control over the
ground-plane. Kipnis links Himmelb(l)au’s desire 

platforms are an “assault against the primacy of the ground”
7 and a first step towards the democratisation of the ground
plane. Coop Himmelb(l)au’s work extends a lineage that
“does not just deal with feudal control but also with the reg-
ulatory systems of architectural planning.”8 This is master-
fully demonstrated with their Falkestrasse rooftop
extension, where Coop Himmelb(l)au declare the architec-
ture a piece of art, exploiting a loophole within the council’s
legal provisions and allowing the building to proceed where
Council’s rules would otherwise have inhibited it. But the
conceptual circumnavigation is not enough. Himmelb(l)au
is not a theoretical practice that is satisfied with the repre-
sentation of an idea, instead they need to physically build in
order to give phenomenological evidence. 

The phenomenological evidence I am looking for lies in the
space that can be experienced flowing in and between the
sub-volumes of the built form and the ground, where the
continuity of the space meets the continuity of the land-
scape. In an ideal setup I imagine the space between object
and ground to be a spatial knot, whose loose ends branch
out in all directions, horizontally and vertically. I am look-
ing for a fusion of different instances of space: the space im-
plicated by the overall form and its sub-volumes, the space
between those volumes and the ground, and the space that
both character and ground radiate through their presence.
Chillida describes three different forms of space: a) space as
an energy that a place or object radiates, b) the space be-
tween objects, c) the space within an object. The space

within is indicated by the object’s outside appearance, its
shell, and thus feeds the aura of the object. In my process
radiant space happens when the object has been developed
in such a way that it becomes a character. It then emanates
space in form of an ambience. Through dialogue with the
character, the ground expresses its own qualities, becoming
activated and emanating space. The void between is being
charged by the presence of both object and ground. It now
radiates space in the form of an atmosphere, as well as de-
scribing the physical extents of the space they frame. This is
the archetypical script for my projects. The plans and sec-
tions for Uralla Court I illustrate this dynamic.9 All the indi-
vidual pockets of space are interconnected, which allows the
space to flow freely between them. This entity of multiple
spatial situations can never be physically overlooked, it is
only graspable as a whole through imagination or as a se-
quence of events in time.

For me space is dead – a mere void - when its configuration
can be grasped or imagined by a single look. It is alive,
when the spatial configuration can not be understood from
a single vantage point. When time and movement need to
be invested, and even then the space still remains ungras-
pable, keeping a certain mystery. Walking through a build-
ing and never actually reaching the point where everything
is understood, that is the ideal. This is the condition when
the complexity of the building reaches that of natural envi-
ronments, yet without mimicking their formal appearances.
I try to offer as many choices as possible, as many variations
of spatial situations as the program allows. That is, I believe,
my role as an architect. I have to organise space and pro-
gram, but within that I offer various perceptions, like what
might be encountered when wandering through a forest or
the bush. Today, when cities are growing at the expense of
natural environments, therefore limiting our experiential
bandwidth, architecture will have to give back and increase

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The result is an internally defined ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia. Uralla Court II
is the redesign of the original Uralla Court with changed pa-
rameters; the reduction of program and usable space by two
thirds. The spatial concept remains the same, previously en-
closed spaces at the lower level are now used as sheltered
outdoor spaces. Mapping and categorising my past work
has revealed a recurring choreography that employs three
main agents: object, ground and space. 

Uralla Court - between building shell and hovering volume

Uralla Court II - south east & south west - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - cross section and structural diagram

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

The competition entry for the Austrian Expo Pavilion 2010
was conceived as one large resonating body, working as a

AN-house - ground reaction 

AN-house - sections and floor plans 

Modes | analytic

AN-house - booklet | interrogating the problem

through graphic representation and reflection

Interrogating the way in which I use a second mode of
assessment - the analytic – in order to view the project
through the eyes of an observer, aiming to determine pur-
pose and meaning that are valid beyond my own per-
sonal interests.

“Design is about ideas that are so simple that one should be
able to explain them to someone else over the phone.” 1

P arallel to the subjective complex of the relationship
between character and the ground, and the emer-
gence of space, runs the booklet reflection. It puts

me in a position in which I aim to see the project from an
outside perspective, through the eyes of an observer. During
my studies in visual communication design I started to con-
sciously differentiate between my own perspective and that
of an external audience. I continue this practice, when I test
and validate the conceptual feasibility of a project, through
the production of a presentation booklet that runs parallel
to the design from the start. Producing a graphic representa-
tion, even though a conclusive solution has not yet been
found, helps me to sieve through the material and select the
pieces from which a coherent proposal can be formed. I do
so by applying different frames of reference, which explore
where the project’s contribution might lie. Conceptual feasi-
bility is achieved when the project’s argument can be con-
densed in an abstract form and successfully communicated.
Insights from this process continuously feed back into the
design process, where I try to coalesce personal and external
agendas. The booklet production facilitates the iterative
break between doing and assessing, between making choices
and weeding out excess, in order to arrive at an idea that
can be shared with others. Ideally I am then able to coalesce
personal and external agendas within a single project.

A current example is the booklet for the AN-house 2. It
accompanied the project from the beginning onwards and
was also used to discuss the design with the client. Each
booklet starts with defining the format and setting up a
graphical design grid, depending on whether it will be used
for print, or as a digital presentation as well. The durable
record you are holding in your hands, for instance, was con-
ceived as both booklet and screen presentation, and I have
used it in this format since my first PRS presentation. In the
case of the AN-house it was just for print purposes. It
started with visualising the design’s legal context, followed
by an array of massing models that explore what is legally
possible and which different approaches could be taken. It
is important to me that I enjoy working on the booklet. It is
not just a dry record of facts and actions, it also includes
references to my own background, in this case my travels in
Chile, or topics relating to the client. The client here is a
food stylist, who had introduced me to Meatpaper,3 a print
magazine of art and ideas about meat. I picked this up in
the way I illustrated the client’s brief scenarios, in the form
of a meat chart, which explains where the different cuts
come from. In the end the booklet builds up a visual narra-
tive that follows and illustrates the design ideas. Through it
I keep track of the various lines of thought, critically reflect
on my ideas, communicate them with the client, as well as,
in an amended version, with the local Council.

In the seminal exhibition Architecture 4 at Galerie St.
Stephan, Hans Hollein argues that architecture is not the
materialisation of its function, but the transformation of an
idea through the act of building. 

“Architecture is without purpose. What we build will
find its usefulness. Form does not follow function. Form
does not originate by itself. It is the great decision of man to
make a building into a cube, a pyramid or a sphere. 

...we are building what we want, making an architecture
that is not determined by technique, but that uses tech-
nique – pure, absolute architecture.” 5 Hollein’s critique on
the simplified reading of modernity during the 1960’s is an
articulate acknowledgement and endorsement of the poetic 
and spiritual qualities within architecture. 

It is an easy way out if architects base their design on quan-
tifiable equations of functional performance. For him a
building becomes architecture when it expresses the human
need to create objects that transcend their applicability. 

His commentary is still valid today, as it is much easier
to gain acceptance for a design, if it can deliver a genealogy
that exists within the realm of reason, than it is to argue for
the unquantifiable qualities of space. Sensing the qualities
of space happens in an intimate dialogue between the indi-
vidual and the physical object. It is determined by our pres-
ent awareness as much as our past experiences. Thus
assessing space is a subjective matter, and ‘recorded’ through
our bodily reactions. These ‘feelings’ are then translated to
more objective yet still unquantifiable terms like pleasant,
animated, elevating, gloomy, stale, harsh, etc., in order to
communicate our experiences. However, neither words nor
drawings can properly project spatial experiences in ad-
vance. They can evoke connotations in the learned, but the
spatial experience itself can not be predictably proven.
Within a discourse, whose predominant evaluation parame-
ters revolve around logic and reason, or expectations of
quantifiable performance, diagram architecture has become
very successful. It reduces a complex relationship to a few
aspects that are either quantifiable or function through vi-
sual resemblance. The result (building) is measured only
against its simplified projection (diagram), and thus appears
coherent. However, this happens on the expense of a multi-
layered interpretational reading of the project. Minor sub-

plots, enriching the experience, are edited out. 

Aspects of my booklet production could put my practice
in relation to a diagram practice. The difference is that I do
not rely on the strength of reason, but define a project also
through my subjective private agenda, which is concerned
with the experience of space, caused by the sculpted form
and ongoing dialogue between the lifted object and the acti-
vated ground. Without them there would be no project.
Parallel to the physical design process, reflecting my per-
sonal agenda, I construct a narrative which serves the ob-
server’s agenda, and facilitates the understanding of the
project from this perspective. Both points of view are closely
linked, but do not necessarily reflect each other. The book-
let production helps me to switch between perspectives, and
thus understand the project, and then to lay out a trail in
which I want the project to be read and understood. The
booklet acts like the storyboard of a movie, laying out the
events, using transitions, cross-fades, inserts and cuts, filmic
tools that relate back to my first degree.  

During my 5th PRS Paul Minifie commented on the
booklet reflection: 

“But it seems that this is sort of part of an internal
process as well, that is not dissimilar to the way you discuss
your internal process, where you say you do stuff, but then
there is a moment at which it becomes a thing.  You know,
at which point you identify that the project has some partic-
ular satisfying set of characteristics. But more than that,
they seem to acquire names, right?  And the names give an
account of the qualities that those projects attain for you at
a particular moment, when you go, right. So that is how it
is going to take its form, the air conditioning duct or piece
of ground, or you know, the hovering thing.  That to me is
a really interesting moment, in what you do. It’s almost like

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | Girardigasse - opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tres of fitness studios and offices above a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite
functioning as an infill, the building presents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy

Case study | Thalia Graz

might initially suppress because they are considered to be
errors. Without errors, there would be no evolution – they
are intrinsic to the development of life. Likewise in design.
By supressing the ‘incorrect’ and not giving the unknown
sufficient time or opportunity to develop its potential, we
lose a vital passage to innovation. 

Staging and mediating a confrontation has become my
method of creating errors. It assumes and accepts the alive-
ness and subjectivity of all agents involved – the architec-

lies in its ability to promote a state of deliberate unas-
sured-ness that allows the designer to circumvent the often
internalised and at times mandatory restrictions set up by
professionalisation. Being ‘between’ helps in making con-
nections across the borders of disciplines and connect seem-
ingly unrelated material in order to spur new ideas. 

Here lies the basis of interdisciplinarity, the rejection of
approved ‘best practice’ in favour of asking ‘what if ’. By
temporarily relinquishing control – in particular at the be-
ginning of the design processes – the rigid structure of con-
ventional wisdom can be dissolved, allowing for new
connections to be seen and formed. Working with and
through indeterminate material gives creative agency back
to the designer, who can see anew and discover a situation’s
individual affordance. By masking cultural references or the
functionalist reading of modernity, the responsibility for
form and space are back in the architect’s hands. Neither is
given by a higher order but can be worked out individually.
In the process, designers are asked to define their position
within different and at times conflicting interests, including
the emotional, poetic and spiritual qualities embedded in
architecture.

Being reasonable only gets us to where we already are.
Architecture is a cultural achievement and, as such, a prod-
uct of society. The acceptance of architectural form is based
on being a recognisable part of an existing culture, trigger-
ing a sense of belonging and validity through reference.
Hence, one could define culture as being conservative per
se, as everything that is deemed culturally significant relies
on matching an established canon of values, be it in regard
to form or social behaviours. With this judgement comes a
level of moralisation, where certain aesthetics are deemed
ethically more – or less – valuable than others. Operating
inside a sphere of established values is reassuring. However,
to advance the discipline, we need to step outside of existing
certainties and create ‘a difference which makes a differ-
ence’.  Embracing the unreasonable is a tool to facilitate this
step. It allows for other voices, other spaces – ones that we

site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and
finding ways to incorporate constraints, on the background
of an overarching personal agenda, reflects the specifity of
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpreted as a first at-
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

make the new structure stand out as much as possible, since
a less distinct building would have merely contributed to
the already existing visual noise. The new arrival acted like a
magnetic pole that reorientated the bearings of all the mat-
ter in range. The addition became both a solitaire and a
binder of aggregate by occupying all the gaps between the
disparate buildings while also developing an individual pres-
ence that radiated into the context, giving the entire ensem-
ble a new identity. The new character is the result of a
careful negotiation between the extracted object and the ex-
isting built fabric. A dialogue that sometimes turned into
conflict established the terms of cohabitation and the emer-
gence of different expressions of space: internal space impli-
cated by the object shape, space between the object and
ground, and space radiated by the architectural character.
Although the new building is clearly ‘not from here’, one
can read that it has adapted itself to the local conditions as
much as the existing ground – the four buildings – have
adapted themselves in order to accommodate the new ar-
rival. This follows a process of give and take, out of which
the whole arises as a strengthened unit. This only works if
the character is strong enough to initiate and steer the de-
velopment, as the ground itself has a tendency to cultivate
its inertia and remain inactive as long as it is not challenged.

<H1>Silent activation—Due to the fact that the ground
is made up of existing buildings with a continuous pro-
gramming (theatre, café, workshop, retail outlets and of-
fices), its activation had to remain relatively ‘silent’ in order
to minimise disturbance. This meant that the ground was
predominantly acknowledged by being listened to, and
physical movement had to remain subtle. The ground still
reacted, just not to the extent we would have seen with a
project on natural soil. Parts of the existing offices on the
south-eastern side still caved in to create room for vertical
access, while walls within were thickened to bear the load of
the addition. Some walls on the north-eastern side extended
towards the character, supporting its cantilevering volumes.
Finding ways to incorporate constraints while still catering
for personal agendas reflects the specificity of the architec-

Thalia Graz balances all aspects of my previously dis-
cussed design process. It follows the central chain of
events (field – figure – character / site – ground – activa-
tion) and uses both methods of assessment (emotive cog-
nition & intellectual synthesis) for form finding and
conceptualisation. Its morphological features (compact
yet animated) identify it as representative of my formal
language. Technical topologies like structure, roof,
façade, etc. are integrated into an all-encompassing
skin, supporting the motif of one bodily character.  The
activation of the ground is both ‘silent’ and ‘proactive’. It
is expressed in the way that the ground retreats and ad-
vances in reaction to the new arrival, while at the same
time affecting its transition from field to object to charac-
ter.  Focusing on the object (via the empathy developed
for the ground) responds to my belief that the care and at-
tention I put into the design will radiate back as an en-
ergy that fuels the emergence of space in form of an
emitted ambience or atmosphere. This energy fuels the
most important occurrence of space in this project: the
character’s presence, emanating into the context and
giving it identity. 

1 the topic of vessels is present in other proj-

ects as well: Uralla Court, Suzuki house, EAF

Thalia Graz - floor plan level 6 

Thalia Graz - west & east elevations

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For
me, unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for
interpretation that is missed if the operational realm is con-
fined by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also
mean to position oneself ‘between’ established areas of ex-
pertise or familiarity such as the place I occupy when har-
nessing the two streams of education I undertook, or when
working between different continents and their respective
architectural and academic cultures. Unreasonableness can
be found in the way that I allow intuitive synthesis and
emotive cognition to guide the direction of my projects,
how I misuse or co-opt features from fields unrelated to ar-
chitecture, confront a site with unrelated spatial informa-
tion or empathise with objects and the site. Being
in-between puts the designer in the position of a ‘libero’,  a
free agent, who reaches their goals by fluidly assuming dif-
ferent roles and positions. A prerequisite for this multiva-
lence is the acceptance of momentary unreasonableness and
illogic – or, in other words, the suspension of disbelief and
the engagement in serious play.

The benefit of the unreasonable for creative practices.

Thalia Graz | view towards State Opera House - photo: Herta Hurnaus

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

Masking established connotations and value systems enables
a designer to ‘see anew’ and become aware of the potentials
presented by misappropriated objects, and stage semantic
transfers, in this case from the context of infrastructure to
human habitation. Besides addressing the client’s needs, the
project also offers a social surplus by engaging the public
and the profession in a dialogue about the ways that design
policies shape our cities. By identifying the existing rooftop
infrastructures as a local typology, the project ironically dis-
cusses the council’s guidelines for design approvals, effec-
tively questioning its desire to use the argument of
contextualisation as a means to enforcing the emulation of
local appearances. Discovering such solutions and putting
them to use gives me joy. Creating an object that (1) solves
a problem while (2) having an aesthetic value that con-
tributes positively to the atmosphere of the place and (3) in-
stigates a discourse makes me happy. 

The key principles in the development of the EAF addition
are: (1) identifying air-conditioning units as a prevalent
rooftop typology in the Adelaide CBD, (2) acknowledging
the building code that asks for new developments to mimic
‘local character’ and (3) overlaying both to justify the trans-
formation of a technical infrastructure into a habitat for vis-
iting artists. In this case, volumes originally used for
condensation and evaporation in an air-conditioning unit
now facilitate studio, bedroom and storage spaces. And
while the physical environment stays the same, the context
of reception and evaluation changes from the technical per-
formance of a piece of infrastructure to legalistic guidelines
governing the aesthetics of human habitation. To manage
this displacement, moving from one value system to an-
other, the architectural object draws on a tactical deceit, al-
lowing it to be read as either infrastructure or dwelling,
depending on the viewer’s perspective. In the process of
gaining planning approval, the object disguises itself as a

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. Since this was my first
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects
(heavy mass, compact figures, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
field of information, which I then intended to read and in-
terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and
thus depicted the first instance of the unreasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial
field, and used it as an oblique and heterogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob

differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has
been considered in the modulation of the topography, so
that smooth transitions and inclinations below the thresh-
old of 1 in 20 could be achieved for dedicated corridors.
The frayed design offers multiple choices of movement, as
well as creating different spatial situations for rest or play,
either along the steps and terraces of the riversides, or the
holes and slits in the object. Different forms of interaction
with the water are provided by the defined spaces between
the object and the ground. Further, the voids and slits
within the object will create a spectacle of dappled light un-
derneath the bridge, which will be experienced by those
who cruise the Torrens in paddleboats. 

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

F or the exhibition To the Islands - The Architecture of
Isolated Solutions the curators Jennifer Harvey and
Sean Pickergill asked architects and artists to collabo-

rate and interrogate the architectural qualities within the
concept of islands. We were asked to respond to a chapter
from True Stories, a fictitious piece of travel literature by Lu-
cian of Samosata .1 The text borders on the absurd and reads
as a parody of Homer’s Odyssey. In this project the ‘unrea-
sonable’ was introduced in form of the text we were asked
to respond to, as well as the suggested collaboration with
the artist Margit Brünner. Hélène Frichot writes:

“Margit’s work is ostensibly located between the spatial
arts and performance art, but she is an architect. Her explo-
rations endeavour to discover the best means of producing
joyful affects, with an emphasis on the milieu, or relation-
ship between the environment-world and ever-transforming
subject (or processes of subjectification): this is what she
names atmosphere. Hers is a practice of immanence, ever
located, situated, inspired by embodied learning.”2

We agreed to select two different thematic strands
within Samosta’s text. While I looked at The Isle within the
Whale – Oceanic Monstrosities, Margit focused on The Isle of
the Blessed – Production without Effort. We then set up a
mode of operating in which we would iteratively interpret
each other’s moves. One person would start with an arte-
fact, a model or drawing, then pass it on to the other, who
would develop it further and then return it for the next step
of transformation. 

Margit started by engaging into a conversation with a
site in Port Adelaide, tracing its atmospheric moves by

Dissecting the whale is the most recent step in an ongo-
ing series of installations. Their aim is to explore and
test the topics of my research in a medium that is free
from program or functional constraints, revealing aspira-
tions and contradictions that are present in my work. 

Case study | Dissecting the whale

dock 2 - to the islands | Margit Brünner’s site reading, a sketch model supplied for interpretation

‘drawing’ paper models with a Stanley Knife, and passing
them on. After transcribing them from physical to digital,
in order to familiarise myself with their spatial qualities, I
produced a series of renders, hypothetical spatial scenarios
that anticipated different scales and points of reference. This
formed the point of departure for reading and interpreting
the three dimensional information in regards to traces of the
whale, which I assumed was hiding within. 

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-
faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

tice. They steer a project’s morphological evolution from an
arbitrary input to an intrinsic figure that eventually ad-
vances towards an architectural character. This process is
propelled by two modes of interrogation. One is based on
emotive cognition, giving voice to the site, the architectural
object and the author. The other engages in an analytic syn-
thesis of the observed genesis, aiming to conceptualise a
project by applying a frame of reference that can be shared
with others. The project continuously oscillates between ir-
rational/intuitive advancements and rational/objective steps
of justification, to ‘make sense’ from these two different
epistemological realms. 

In the first instance, the unreasonable acts as a catalyst,
introduced, for example, as a three-dimensional field of in-
formation, a found object, exaptation, or through the col-
laboration with another person to kick-start the design. Its
purpose is to disassociate oneself from superficial predispo-
sitions while at the same time strengthening the position of
the author, who, in the process of working through the for-
eign material, has to make a stand for his own position. My
selection criteria here revolve around the potency of form to
induce space and create emotional responses. Being driven
by emotive cognition represents the second instance of ‘un-
reasonableness’ in my design process. Here, I try to develop
empathy for the objects that I handle, iteratively immersing
myself into each of the project’s protagonists, and eventually
reaching a state of self-forgetfulness where work becomes se-
rious play. Sensing a lead for a possible solution affects me
as a bodily feeling – a registration of joy that serves as a lit-
mus test for the project’s direction and eventual success. 

A parallel analytic mode of assessment is concerned with
testing the conceptual feasibility of a project by viewing it
through the eyes of an external observer, aiming to deter-
mine purpose and meaning that are valid beyond my own
personal agendas and projections. This step is pursued
through the production of graphic representations, a story-
book that validates a poetic proposal by arguing it through a
different lens. In doing so, I transfer parameters from
graphic design, film and photography into the architectural
context and establish form as a signifier of meaning. I con-
sciously differentiate between my own interest in the project
and those of other audiences, setting up a narrative along
which I seek a project to be read. Alternating between two
modes of assessment assists in understanding the entire on-
tological bandwidth of design, and coalesces personal and
external agendas within a single project. 

Mapping and categorising my past work has revealed a
recurring choreography that employs three main agents: ob-
ject, ground and space. A figure materialises from an ab-
stract field and gradually matures to become an
architectural character that emanates space. In this process,
the initial excess of information is being distilled until no
further simplification is possible, however, without compro-
mising the spatial experiences or the sculptural quality of
the work. My aim is to endow the object with a sense of
personality, enabling an active relationship between the
building and the user. I believe this makes truly sustainable
architecture – unique buildings that are loved. 

How to integrate the location into a design is a core
question of my practice. There are many ways to ‘respect’

Interrogating my practice has unveiled the tactics that I
deploy in order to facilitate the poetics of architecture
within an environment that is dominated by expectations of
quantifiable performance or theory-based validation. A se-
ries of choreographed events sits at the centre of my prac-

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented
his / her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result
the skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we consid-
ered this intervention as part of the transitional processes,
however, after security guards threatened to have the object
removed, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous art-piece that is not attached to a specific artist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or improvisation might be defined as presence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the primacy of architecture-as-form over architecture-as-
context and is based on the acknowledgement of emotional
intelligence and irrational beginnings. 

In the past, I never decided in which way it is best to
talk about my work: through its phenotype (the expressed
features of form), its genotype (the strategic choreography
that determines its genesis) or its modes of assessment
(emotive cognition and intellectual analysis). There ap-
peared to be little acceptance for ‘feeling’ my way forward,
assuming the liveliness of all agents involved and immersing
myself into the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself

and the ground upon which it sits. Initially, the analytic
mode as assessment was a means of concealing the personal
motives that take place in my work. Now, operating be-
tween emotive cognition on the one side and intellectual
synthesis on the other serves to acknowledge the full band-
width of architectural ontology, from experiential and sub-
jective values to the limits of materials, techniques and
meaning. 

This undecidedness led me to understand a key condi-
tion of my practice: to be in-between. Being in-between is a
position that can be considered unreasonable if viewed from

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For me,
unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for inter-
pretation that is missed if the operational realm is confined
by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also mean to
position oneself ‘between’ established areas of expertise or
familiarity such as the place I occupy when harnessing the
two streams of education I undertook, or when working be-
tween different continents and their respective architectural

the whale - to the islands - SASA Gallery Adelaide 2011 | third interpretation
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The blueprint of my design process is a threefold chore-
ography. Its spine is made up of a sequence of events
that are flanked by two different modes of interrogation,
one is intuitive, the other analytic. This chapter examines
how I utilise the unreasonable.

L ooking at my work within the frame of this PhD has
revealed the underlying skeleton of my design process.
The central sequence of the diagram on the left de-

fines ‘what’ happens, while the parallel strategies determine
‘how’ things develop. Most projects starts with the intro-
duction of the unreasonable, either in the form of a field of
information (from which I then extract a concise figure), or
as a found object introduced from a different context. Here-
after the figure engages in a dialogue with the site, a move
that differentiates the figure from the ground, turning it
into a character, while also activating the ground as an en-
tity in its own right. Character and ground then negotiate
the essential quality of the project, which is space. Depend-
ing on each individual project, the two accompanying
modes of operation have a unique impact. The intuitive
synthesis tackles the project from the morphological side. It
evaluates character, ground and space by developing an em-
pathy for each of them. The analytic viewpoint deals with
the project’s perception, the way in which it is assumed to
be read by the audience 1 and myself. This constitutes the
semantic level of the project, relating back to my studies in
visual communication design. Here I engage with an ob-
server’s perspective in order to develop a coherent concep-
tual proposal, and validate the project beyond my subjective
decisions. The format of this analytical stream is a presenta-
tion booklet that accompanies the project from the very be-
ginning. It tests the conceptual feasibility of a project and
acknowledges the public’s desire for reason. form - space form - meaning

A

X1, X2, X3...

ground
character

field

figure

activated

frame of reference 

conceptualisation

intellectual synthesis 

site

emotive cognition

intuitive synthesis 

dissection

process diagram | The design develops around

a central sequence of choreographed events

that is subject to two modes of assessment. 

Modes | unreasonable

K. Verbeek investigates the benefits of randomness in
the design act2. A project has to have an idea, it needs to
make sense, but it only needs to make sense at the end of
the process. Aiming for reason and determinacy in each
step, particularly at the beginning of a design process, 

can be counterproductive, as it keeps the designer
within the corridors of existing solutions and expectations.
Thus diminishing the possibility to establish novel combi-
nations. Introducing the unreasonable is a technique that
supports drawing connections between seemingly unrelated
fields and materials. The unreasonable forms the fertile soil
from which a conceptual idea can stem in the attempt of
reading and analysing its potential. Careful observation and
the direct handling of material sits at the core of my prac-
tice. They are the prerequisite for hunches to arise, to settle
and form an idea. The unreasonable is introduced in differ-
ent ways in each project, but in any case it is materialised in
a graspable / hand-able form. Sometimes it materialises as a
field of forms; Thalia Graz: voids from the surrounding de-
velopments, River Torrens footbridge: overlay of sketch mod-
els from previous projects, a found object; EAF extension:
air-conditioning units, Uralla Court: sponge and jacked up
boat hull, or via a collaborative process with another author. 

For the exhibition To the Islands the unreasonable was
introduced through the artist Margit Brünner, whose paper
models stood at the beginning of the design process. The
collaboration was laid out in such a way that we would pass
artefacts between us, but would not work on them together.
I received her models and then interpreted them, in order to
produce the next generation of objects. The unreasonable
was nevertheless site related, as Margit had produced them
in response to her performative interactions with a particu-
lar site in Port Adelaide. Anything from the site can con-
tribute to the project in a meaningful way, even when at the

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts

Projects | AN-house

AN-house - south east

The object-orientated ontology of my work is put in rela-
tion to the modes of operation (emotive cognition and in-
tellectual synthesis), the aims I pursue and the
architectural background I come from. Addressing the
morphological evolution of past work and the tendencies
that have become obvious in present work, foreshadow-
ing coming developments.

I t appears as if I’m chasing a very particular whale, as
similar forms occur in different projects, yet I believe
not to have a preconceived idea of the ideal form or

shape at the beginning of a project. It is only on reflection
that shapes can be associated with a particular family of ob-
jects, relating to the way I work or the architectural habitat
I come from. All of my objects have mass and weight, are
clear-cut and often appear hermetically closed. Their fea-
tures are cut from straight or single curved lines that join at
obtuse angles, resulting in compact and heavy figures that
nevertheless express a sense of mobility. Their surfaces are
flat and not articulated or ornamented, except for openings
that are created by peeling or cutting away on an all-encom-
passing skin. Construction is either integrated in the skin or
substituted by internal sub-volumes. There are no structural
grids. The continuous skin and the integrated structure are
probably the most obvious features that support the motif
of an architectural body or creature. 

I use the term creature to express the liveliness of my ar-
chitectural objects. I’m unsure if creature is in fact the right
term, because of its possible zoomorphic connotation. Re-
ferring to the object as a creature does not aim at giving it
validity through a morphological relationship with either
flora or fauna. Its genetic code lies within me, the author’s
personal history and experience, and the field of informa-
tion from which it is extracted. During the course of the

Agents | characters

project the creature itself gathers experiences and thus grad-
ually turns into a character that establishes its place within
the project. Different names – field, figure, creature, charac-
ter – hint at different stages of the design process. In the
end the characters radiate confidence and calmness, as if
being at ease with themselves. Yet there is also a tension
within them, which suggest the potential of movement, of
leaving or taking off, a notion that is amplified by the dis-
tance that they keep to the ground. 

I’m seeking to create a sense of personality within the
characters that populate my work, which has become a pur-
pose in its own right. It links back to how I was brought up
in architecture. Coop Himmelb(l)au established the author
as being at the centre of the design. Through their intuitive
scribbles, an emotion was captured that was then translated
and attempted to be carried through into the built work.
The author is as much present in the work as the client and
the brief, which eventually leads to an authentic, independ-
ent, building. Yet it is not the icon of the object that is at
the centre of my interest, it is the spatial experience. I fabri-
cate the character as an agent that prompts a reaction from
the site, kick starting a dialogue from which the space, be-
tween object and ground, unfurls. This can be identified in
many projects, yet, depending on the circumstances, it is
not equally obvious. At Uralla Court an array of different
spatial situations unfold between the ground and the char-
acter, becoming spatial sequences along different trajecto-
ries; a quality that Wolf D. Prix said to be a particular
attribute of Austrian architecture. For this reason the project
was selected to be part of the Austrian contribution to the
10. Architecture Biennale Venice, 2006.

Designing a sense of personality is interesting because it
supports the idea of an active relationship between the
building and the user. I think of it as a contribution to

The Whale - installation, Port Adelaide, South Australia 2012

sustainability, as, in my terms, sustainability is about
creating environments that we generally want to keep; that
we care about. In much built environment discourse sus-
tainability has been reduced to its functional aspects. One
of the challenges I face is the question of how to talk about
non-quantifiable qualities, as it is so much easier to argue
for things you can apply a number to. 

A building that just feels right, might be sustainable be-
cause it is loved - in the way it feels, smells, looks, behaves -
and therefore will be taken care of and given an extended
lifespan. How to communicate and prove these experiential
qualities in advance, when they only reveal themselves in
the final built work? My personal way of assessing the qual-
ity of a project beforehand, is through the sculptural and
haptic qualities of the characters and situations I design and
handle, during all stages of the design process. They must
feel right. I believe that a carefully treated model, that in it-
self has a presence and an aura, is my best tool in maintain-
ing the quality of the project, right through to the built
work. 

Parallel to the sculptural qualities of a project, I am
committed to all functional aspects - program, structure,
circulation, services, etc. - but I am not interested in signify-
ing those. What I am interested in are the poetic elements
that transcend the prosaic. I like a building to be an inhab-
itable sculpture, with the embedded surplus of program.
Mathias Boeckl explains that in Günther Domenig’s work
the “mechanic functionality of the design… is permanently
brought into accordance with the semantic level.”1 I try
doing the same, continuously revising both form and tech-
nical requirements until they coalesce. But, different to
Domenig, I do not want the care for those technical aspects
to be readable. I avoid exposing mechanic and structural

components by including them into the space defining ele-
ments, like internal walls or the skin of the building. The
attention to those aspects is only expressed in the long and
tedious process of tweaking the form until all the functional
aspects have been successfully accommodated. This process
of refinement is part of turning the initial figure into a com-
plex creature or character. The careful thought about struc-
ture, and its integration into the space defining elements, is
evident in the structural models and diagrams I produce, as
well as the detailed drawings that describe the integration of
services into the building’s skin.

Some of the formal similarities shared by my projects
may evolve from the fact that I start with solids, which I
work on in a subtractive manner. When I cut away material
from a block, be it either physical or digital, with a Stanley
knife or a single curve line, I tend to cut at shallow angles,
which results in stocky convex shapes. Whereas sharp and
pointy forms are predominantly the outcome of an additive
process. After the body of the solid is defined, it is shelled,
penetrated for openings, and inserted with sub-volumes. I
intend to realise a character’s formal appearance and spatial
sensation with the smallest possible effort, and “concentrate
forces in a minimum number of points.” 2 In the process of
developing form, the overload of information is being
boiled down, distilled and concentrated to its essence, until
no further simplification is possible without compromising
the spatial experience or sculptural quality of the work. At
Thalia Graz and Uralla Court I & II, the already satisfactory
form was elaborately fine tuned and geometrically simpli-
fied throughout the course of the whole design develop-
ment. I do this by continuously stepping back to a solid
mass model, and then going through the process of shelling
and fenestration, etc., again and again. In doing so I also
have the implementation process in mind, which I do not
want to overcomplicate with unnecessary complexity. 

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette | view from Opernring - photo: Herta Hurnaus

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them from objects into a field
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and
stitch them together in one large object. This process was
guided by immediate gut feeling, as well as the overarching
image of a ship camouflaged by dazzle painting. After defin-
ing a range of different superstructures, three or four figures
were built as physical models and evaluated for their spatial
and sculptural qualities. 

An early abstract render of the site fused the four exist-
ing buildings into one homogenous mass that reminded me
of an ocean liner. This lead to two different lines of re-
search: one into vessels,1 boats, spaceships, planes and sub-
marines, while the other looked into methods of concealing,
including dazzle paintings, camouflage and trompe l’oeil.
The aim was to blend the building into the background as a
means to homogenise the heterogeneous context. The idea

Process—The genesis of the design followed the previ-
ously described steps. In default of an immediate idea, I
produced a sea of spatial information, assuming that the
creature (or whale) was already present yet invisibly sub-
merged within. I then observed the ripples in the water,
waiting for the moment to extract the whale. In this case,
the field of information was provided by an inverted im-
print – materialised voids – of the surrounding densely
built-up area, and then overlaid with the site as digital mod-
els. On screen, the multiple fragments of existing spaces
were viewed in wireframe, turning them from objects into a
field condition. I would then turn individual parts to solid
display and stitch them together into one large object. This
process was guided by an immediate gut feeling. After
defining a range of different superstructures, three to four
figures were built as physical models and evaluated for their
spatial and sculptural qualities. An early abstract render of
the site fused the four existing buildings into one homoge-
nous mass that reminded me of an ocean liner. This led to
two different lines of research: one into vessels (boats, space-
ships, planes and submarines ), and the other into methods
of concealing volumes, including dazzle paintings, camou-
flage and trompe l’oeil. The aim was to blend the building
into the background as a means to homogenising the dis-
parate context.

Creating identity—The idea of camouflage was
dropped, and instead we pursued the opposite approach to

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and
thus influenced the development of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation
and floated in space like a fish in an aquarium. After the ex-
hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

local conditions. Some believe in touching the ground
lightly, others in emulating local appearances. My approach
ignores the lure of nicely considered site relatedness. In-
stead, it relies on the seemingly brutal move of staging a
confrontation between an introduced alien object and the
ground. Buildings do not fly. By keeping the object in an
unstable position, hovering above the ground, I create a
problem that demands a resolution. My aim is to provoke a
reaction from the site that, through my reading and inter-
pretation, reveals and acknowledges the character of the lo-
cation. I do this by empathetically immersing myself into
both object and ground, acting as a seismograph to plot

their intents. The unfolding dialogue is played out in the
void between them. It marks the ‘activation’ of the ground
and the transition of the object into an architectural charac-
ter – one that has been raised by the location. 

The exchange is mediated by the designer, whose own
projections and interpretations become part of the negotia-
tion process. By developing an empathy with both protago-
nists, their individual characteristics are voiced and
translated into form. The formal negotiations refine the po-
sitions of all participating protagonists and translate directly
into their heightened presence, or the energy they emanate,

turning the void between them into space. It is from within
the void that different forms of space emerge as a conse-
quence of the staged antagonism between object and
ground. At this stage, the design process is halted. 

In the course of a project, I am handling three subjects:
the architectural character, the ground and the energy that
develops in the void between them. This energised void
produces space – the core offering of architectural produc-
tion. I have come to understand that ‘activating the ground’
is a means to making the site contribute to the production
of architectural character and space. The path propagates

island 3 -  to the islands | unreasonable topografies
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Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my
architectural practice. Themes discussed include the
emergence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with
‘unreasonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented
here documents an approach to architectural design in
which these oppositions (confrontations) and the
unreasonable are understood as constructive pathways
towards developing the performative potential of designs
that tap into local histories and voices, including those of
the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself and the
ground it sits upon – to inform the site-related production
of architectural character and space. In doing so, the work
offers encouragement to accept the usefulness and validity
of the unreasonable in architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within

T hrough this research I seek to investigate the role of
the unreasonable in my design process and under-
stand the strategies I deploy to facilitate the poetic as-

pects of architecture and the emergence of space. I will lay
out the conditioning of my spatial intelligence1 in regard to
my personal and professional background, and relate it to
the influences of my peers and mentors. Unfolding the
characteristics of my practice the work will undergo three
steps of reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of
the past work I have done, testing the gained insights
against more recent designs, and, finally, speculating about
subsequent ramifications for future work, both for myself
and others. Working between Austria and Australia added
another duality to the alternating roles within practice-
based research of being both the observer and the observed. 

It was expected that the overlay of three different duali-
ties – practice / research, observer / observed,  Austria / Aus-
tralia - would allow me to discern blind spots in the
everyday practice of my work. A key aspect of my practice is
the continuous reworking of the same topics under changed
circumstances. Themes to be discussed include the emer-
gence of space from a staged opposition between the archi-
tectural object and the site, and the relationship between
intuitive and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both of
these there is a necessary engagement with forms of ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought, action or behaviours. Although this de-
sign research develops around my own specific approaches
and handlings, I believe that the insights gained through
this PhD will be of value to the wider community of de-
signers as they address issues, values and questions inherent
to contemporary design and the production of architecture. 

The main focus of my reflections will be the architec-
tural work I produced since graduating from the masterclass
of Wolf D. Prix at the University for Applied Arts Vienna in

introduction

2000. The working title of my PhD Little Creatures - or ar-
chitecture as chemistry related to the morphological quality
of architectural bodies that utilise the site as a stage in order
to negotiate space. Two different dialogues have informed
the interrogation documented here. One is a series of inter-
views conducted by my colleague Nell Anglae. Some frag-
ments of the interviews have remained in this document.
The other are my presentations at the RMIT Practice Re-
search Seminars, where my work and preliminary findings
were critiqued by colleagues. Transcripts of both have
formed the point of departure for this catalogue, which it-
self became a third layer of analysis.

Prologue covers the non-architectural backdrop from
which my spatial intelligence developed. It concerns aspects
of my family background as well as my studies in Visual
Communication Design which both influence the manner
in which I work today. Coinage looks at my architectural
upbringing, working at Coop Himmelb(l)au, studying in
the masterclass of Wolf D. Prix, and the wider Austrian de-
sign-community. The following two chapters defoliate the
choreography of my design process. Modes interrogates the
two antagonistic strategies of assessment – intuitive and an-
alytic – that accompany the conception of my work. Agents
examines this process from the perspective of its main pro-
tagonist – character, ground, void – and follows their differ-
ent stages of their development. Cases reflects on three
different projects that were done within this PhD, exempli-
fying the discussions and insights from the previous chap-
ters. Conclusion subsumes ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ I design
the way I do, and highlights the implications that arise from
this research.

1 with reference to the work of Leon van

Schaik, see: van Schaik, Spatial Intelligence:

New Futures for Architecture.

process diagram | a mediated conflict between the object and the ground - photo: Peter Whyte

Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my ar-
chitectural practice. Themes discussed include the emer-
gence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented here
documents an approach to architectural design in which
these oppositions (confrontations) and the unreasonable are
understood as constructive pathways towards developing
the performative potential of designs that tap into local his-
tories and voices, including those of the seemingly inani-
mate – the architecture itself and the ground it sits upon –
to inform the site-related production of architectural char-
acter and space. In doing so, the work offers encouragement
to accept the usefulness and validity of the unreasonable in
architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within
a discourse whose evaluation parameters predominantly
involve reason. By examining my own work and that of
other designers, I will show how relinquishing control and
harnessing seemingly illogical actions can become tools in
fostering the emergence of new ideas and solutions in an
otherwise highly regimented environment. The context of
my design work is set by the relationships between existing
fabrics and a secondary layer of architectural form, whose
investigation contributes to the discourse on sensible
models of urban growth, unfolding strategies for retrofit,
additions and densification. The work not only explores
how the interests of multiple custodians and stakeholders
are accommodated, but also examines the architect’s
responsibility to find even more histories and voices to
actualise unrecognised potentials and desires. In doing so,

the work offers a critique on the simplistic appropriation of
modernity in architecture while also raising debates about
the values pursued in design approval processes and the
ways in which site relatedness is both produced and judged. 

The inquiry is carried out through design projects and is
reciprocally influenced by text-based observations.
Accordingly, the findings are communicated in the language
of the discipline – drawings, renders, photographs – and
accompanied by a written exegesis. The introspective
analysis of my architectural work and the in-depth
description of the creative processes steering it offer a
critical perspective on my own work in relation to that of
other designers and architects. Unfolding the characteristics
of my practice, the investigation underwent three steps of
reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of past
work, testing the gained insights against projects that are
currently in production and finally speculating about the
ramifications of this research for future design works. 

The research investigates how unreasonable processes
contribute to architectural production when balanced with
intellectual synthesis. Other dualities include working
between Austria and Australia, and the alternating roles
occupied within the practice-based research of being both
the observer and the observed. It was expected that the
overlay of these three different dualities – unreasonable
versus analytic, observer versus observed, Austria versus
Australia – would allow me to discern the blind spots in my
practice and unfold insights that are of value to the wider
community, addressing issues, values and questions inherent

Projects | Uralla Court 

Uralla Court - north east | lifted mass and ground reaction - image: Daniel Kerbler Uralla Court - interior | inserted volumes hover above the upper floor level - image: Daniel Kerbler

Agents | space

Uralla Court - sketch model, Blackwood, SA 2004

Interrogating the way in which different forms of space
materialize in response to separating the architectural
object from the ground. This is discussed in relation to
my coinage and the processes I employ to sense and cul-
tivate the mysterious nature of space.

L ifting the object differentiates it from the ground and
establishes the character as an independent entity. The
move creates a void that bears the potential to become

space. Leaving the object hovering and not touching the
ground follows a choreography that is only slightly altered
from project to project. Over the years this has resulted in a
formal language that discusses the placement of objects in
relation to each other and the ground. Lifting the mass has
a clear relationship to Coop Himmelb(l)au. The picture of
the leaping whale is a brand-mark that many of Wolf D.
Prix’s students carry. The image, in conjunction with Prix’s
quotations from Moby Dick1, epitomizes the essence of
man’s struggle with the elements, which transcends into the
“irrational battle against gravity.”2 This battle is continuous
in the lineage of Austrian Expressionism as the “expression
of the human struggle against the powers of fate.”3 The
photograph of a whale lifting himself up, out of the water
and into the air, proves that gravity can be overcome, even if
just for a moment and with great effort. Effort is actually
the point, as it is about overcoming one’s own weight, one’s
self. The mantra of the leaping whale has been repeated
again and again, so that one should not lose faith that it is
possible. If the whale can do it, then we can do it, if we are
prepared to overcome ourselves and invest into the effort.
Wolf D. Prix set this up as a goal, and we are all trying to
prove ourselves.

However, lifting the mass is not an invention of Coop Him-
melb(l)au. “Like all architects everywhere, Coop

Himmelb(l)au loves to wrestle with Newton’s gravity, archi-
tecture’s best friend.” 4 Friedrich Kiessler’s city in space
(1925) 5 is a visionary model for a city hovering above the
ground, (relating to El Lissitzky’s sky hooks from 1924)
which could be described as the Austrian founding moment
for the desire to counteract gravity. Dieter Bogner points
out that the motif of hovering is also present in Kiessler’s
Nucleus house (1931), the Space house (1933) and early ver-
sions of the Endless house, which is lifted up from the
ground by columns.6 Constant Nieuwenhuys lifts up an en-
tire city for the New Babylon project (1950-1960), Hans
Hollein proposes Superstructures above Vienna (1960) and a
Communication-interchange City (1963), both hovering
above existing cities. And while Günther Zamp Kelp (Ar-
chitecture School, 1965), Laurids Ortner (47. Stadt, 1966)
and Wolf D. Prix (Wohnhausanlage,1966) propose the de-
tachment from the ground in their student work, Lina Bo
Bardi already realises the lift with her Sao Paulo Art mu-
seum (1968), hovering above a public plaza and being sus-
pended from two massive concrete frames.

Lifting the mass responds to my coinage and the expecta-
tions that come with it. Opposing the gravitational pull,
while being equipped with the morphological attributes of
an object-oriented ontology, establishes the object as an in-
dependent body with a life of its own. The object has be-
come an actor, for whom the city or landscape (established
as a subject in their own right - activated ground) becomes a
partner in an ongoing dialogue. A negotiation process of
lifting, pushing and pulling unfurls, one that carves out
both actors’ specific attributes and establishes space in and
between them. ‘In-between’ is where I extend upon the
coinage of my mentors, and establish my own line of in-
quiry. I make a pact with the sea (ground) and turn it from
a backdrop into a character in its own right. The whale then
not just leaps but is also being lifted, evidencing a dynamic

In the foreword to Get off of my Cloud, Jeffrey Kipnis points
out that lifting the mass is not an end in itself, instead it
stands for liberation from the repressive machinery of
power, associated with ownership and control over the
ground-plane. Kipnis links Himmelb(l)au’s desire 

platforms are an “assault against the primacy of the ground”
7 and a first step towards the democratisation of the ground
plane. Coop Himmelb(l)au’s work extends a lineage that
“does not just deal with feudal control but also with the reg-
ulatory systems of architectural planning.”8 This is master-
fully demonstrated with their Falkestrasse rooftop
extension, where Coop Himmelb(l)au declare the architec-
ture a piece of art, exploiting a loophole within the council’s
legal provisions and allowing the building to proceed where
Council’s rules would otherwise have inhibited it. But the
conceptual circumnavigation is not enough. Himmelb(l)au
is not a theoretical practice that is satisfied with the repre-
sentation of an idea, instead they need to physically build in
order to give phenomenological evidence. 

The phenomenological evidence I am looking for lies in the
space that can be experienced flowing in and between the
sub-volumes of the built form and the ground, where the
continuity of the space meets the continuity of the land-
scape. In an ideal setup I imagine the space between object
and ground to be a spatial knot, whose loose ends branch
out in all directions, horizontally and vertically. I am look-
ing for a fusion of different instances of space: the space im-
plicated by the overall form and its sub-volumes, the space
between those volumes and the ground, and the space that
both character and ground radiate through their presence.
Chillida describes three different forms of space: a) space as
an energy that a place or object radiates, b) the space be-
tween objects, c) the space within an object. The space

within is indicated by the object’s outside appearance, its
shell, and thus feeds the aura of the object. In my process
radiant space happens when the object has been developed
in such a way that it becomes a character. It then emanates
space in form of an ambience. Through dialogue with the
character, the ground expresses its own qualities, becoming
activated and emanating space. The void between is being
charged by the presence of both object and ground. It now
radiates space in the form of an atmosphere, as well as de-
scribing the physical extents of the space they frame. This is
the archetypical script for my projects. The plans and sec-
tions for Uralla Court I illustrate this dynamic.9 All the indi-
vidual pockets of space are interconnected, which allows the
space to flow freely between them. This entity of multiple
spatial situations can never be physically overlooked, it is
only graspable as a whole through imagination or as a se-
quence of events in time.

For me space is dead – a mere void - when its configuration
can be grasped or imagined by a single look. It is alive,
when the spatial configuration can not be understood from
a single vantage point. When time and movement need to
be invested, and even then the space still remains ungras-
pable, keeping a certain mystery. Walking through a build-
ing and never actually reaching the point where everything
is understood, that is the ideal. This is the condition when
the complexity of the building reaches that of natural envi-
ronments, yet without mimicking their formal appearances.
I try to offer as many choices as possible, as many variations
of spatial situations as the program allows. That is, I believe,
my role as an architect. I have to organise space and pro-
gram, but within that I offer various perceptions, like what
might be encountered when wandering through a forest or
the bush. Today, when cities are growing at the expense of
natural environments, therefore limiting our experiential
bandwidth, architecture will have to give back and increase

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The result is an internally defined ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia. Uralla Court II
is the redesign of the original Uralla Court with changed pa-
rameters; the reduction of program and usable space by two
thirds. The spatial concept remains the same, previously en-
closed spaces at the lower level are now used as sheltered
outdoor spaces. Mapping and categorising my past work
has revealed a recurring choreography that employs three
main agents: object, ground and space. 

Uralla Court - between building shell and hovering volume

Uralla Court II - south east & south west - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - cross section and structural diagram

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

The competition entry for the Austrian Expo Pavilion 2010
was conceived as one large resonating body, working as a

AN-house - ground reaction 

AN-house - sections and floor plans 

Modes | analytic

AN-house - booklet | interrogating the problem

through graphic representation and reflection

Interrogating the way in which I use a second mode of
assessment - the analytic – in order to view the project
through the eyes of an observer, aiming to determine pur-
pose and meaning that are valid beyond my own per-
sonal interests.

“Design is about ideas that are so simple that one should be
able to explain them to someone else over the phone.” 1

P arallel to the subjective complex of the relationship
between character and the ground, and the emer-
gence of space, runs the booklet reflection. It puts

me in a position in which I aim to see the project from an
outside perspective, through the eyes of an observer. During
my studies in visual communication design I started to con-
sciously differentiate between my own perspective and that
of an external audience. I continue this practice, when I test
and validate the conceptual feasibility of a project, through
the production of a presentation booklet that runs parallel
to the design from the start. Producing a graphic representa-
tion, even though a conclusive solution has not yet been
found, helps me to sieve through the material and select the
pieces from which a coherent proposal can be formed. I do
so by applying different frames of reference, which explore
where the project’s contribution might lie. Conceptual feasi-
bility is achieved when the project’s argument can be con-
densed in an abstract form and successfully communicated.
Insights from this process continuously feed back into the
design process, where I try to coalesce personal and external
agendas. The booklet production facilitates the iterative
break between doing and assessing, between making choices
and weeding out excess, in order to arrive at an idea that
can be shared with others. Ideally I am then able to coalesce
personal and external agendas within a single project.

A current example is the booklet for the AN-house 2. It
accompanied the project from the beginning onwards and
was also used to discuss the design with the client. Each
booklet starts with defining the format and setting up a
graphical design grid, depending on whether it will be used
for print, or as a digital presentation as well. The durable
record you are holding in your hands, for instance, was con-
ceived as both booklet and screen presentation, and I have
used it in this format since my first PRS presentation. In the
case of the AN-house it was just for print purposes. It
started with visualising the design’s legal context, followed
by an array of massing models that explore what is legally
possible and which different approaches could be taken. It
is important to me that I enjoy working on the booklet. It is
not just a dry record of facts and actions, it also includes
references to my own background, in this case my travels in
Chile, or topics relating to the client. The client here is a
food stylist, who had introduced me to Meatpaper,3 a print
magazine of art and ideas about meat. I picked this up in
the way I illustrated the client’s brief scenarios, in the form
of a meat chart, which explains where the different cuts
come from. In the end the booklet builds up a visual narra-
tive that follows and illustrates the design ideas. Through it
I keep track of the various lines of thought, critically reflect
on my ideas, communicate them with the client, as well as,
in an amended version, with the local Council.

In the seminal exhibition Architecture 4 at Galerie St.
Stephan, Hans Hollein argues that architecture is not the
materialisation of its function, but the transformation of an
idea through the act of building. 

“Architecture is without purpose. What we build will
find its usefulness. Form does not follow function. Form
does not originate by itself. It is the great decision of man to
make a building into a cube, a pyramid or a sphere. 

...we are building what we want, making an architecture
that is not determined by technique, but that uses tech-
nique – pure, absolute architecture.” 5 Hollein’s critique on
the simplified reading of modernity during the 1960’s is an
articulate acknowledgement and endorsement of the poetic 
and spiritual qualities within architecture. 

It is an easy way out if architects base their design on quan-
tifiable equations of functional performance. For him a
building becomes architecture when it expresses the human
need to create objects that transcend their applicability. 

His commentary is still valid today, as it is much easier
to gain acceptance for a design, if it can deliver a genealogy
that exists within the realm of reason, than it is to argue for
the unquantifiable qualities of space. Sensing the qualities
of space happens in an intimate dialogue between the indi-
vidual and the physical object. It is determined by our pres-
ent awareness as much as our past experiences. Thus
assessing space is a subjective matter, and ‘recorded’ through
our bodily reactions. These ‘feelings’ are then translated to
more objective yet still unquantifiable terms like pleasant,
animated, elevating, gloomy, stale, harsh, etc., in order to
communicate our experiences. However, neither words nor
drawings can properly project spatial experiences in ad-
vance. They can evoke connotations in the learned, but the
spatial experience itself can not be predictably proven.
Within a discourse, whose predominant evaluation parame-
ters revolve around logic and reason, or expectations of
quantifiable performance, diagram architecture has become
very successful. It reduces a complex relationship to a few
aspects that are either quantifiable or function through vi-
sual resemblance. The result (building) is measured only
against its simplified projection (diagram), and thus appears
coherent. However, this happens on the expense of a multi-
layered interpretational reading of the project. Minor sub-

plots, enriching the experience, are edited out. 

Aspects of my booklet production could put my practice
in relation to a diagram practice. The difference is that I do
not rely on the strength of reason, but define a project also
through my subjective private agenda, which is concerned
with the experience of space, caused by the sculpted form
and ongoing dialogue between the lifted object and the acti-
vated ground. Without them there would be no project.
Parallel to the physical design process, reflecting my per-
sonal agenda, I construct a narrative which serves the ob-
server’s agenda, and facilitates the understanding of the
project from this perspective. Both points of view are closely
linked, but do not necessarily reflect each other. The book-
let production helps me to switch between perspectives, and
thus understand the project, and then to lay out a trail in
which I want the project to be read and understood. The
booklet acts like the storyboard of a movie, laying out the
events, using transitions, cross-fades, inserts and cuts, filmic
tools that relate back to my first degree.  

During my 5th PRS Paul Minifie commented on the
booklet reflection: 

“But it seems that this is sort of part of an internal
process as well, that is not dissimilar to the way you discuss
your internal process, where you say you do stuff, but then
there is a moment at which it becomes a thing.  You know,
at which point you identify that the project has some partic-
ular satisfying set of characteristics. But more than that,
they seem to acquire names, right?  And the names give an
account of the qualities that those projects attain for you at
a particular moment, when you go, right. So that is how it
is going to take its form, the air conditioning duct or piece
of ground, or you know, the hovering thing.  That to me is
a really interesting moment, in what you do. It’s almost like

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | Girardigasse - opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tres of fitness studios and offices above a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite
functioning as an infill, the building presents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy

Case study | Thalia Graz

might initially suppress because they are considered to be
errors. Without errors, there would be no evolution – they
are intrinsic to the development of life. Likewise in design.
By supressing the ‘incorrect’ and not giving the unknown
sufficient time or opportunity to develop its potential, we
lose a vital passage to innovation. 

Staging and mediating a confrontation has become my
method of creating errors. It assumes and accepts the alive-
ness and subjectivity of all agents involved – the architec-

lies in its ability to promote a state of deliberate unas-
sured-ness that allows the designer to circumvent the often
internalised and at times mandatory restrictions set up by
professionalisation. Being ‘between’ helps in making con-
nections across the borders of disciplines and connect seem-
ingly unrelated material in order to spur new ideas. 

Here lies the basis of interdisciplinarity, the rejection of
approved ‘best practice’ in favour of asking ‘what if ’. By
temporarily relinquishing control – in particular at the be-
ginning of the design processes – the rigid structure of con-
ventional wisdom can be dissolved, allowing for new
connections to be seen and formed. Working with and
through indeterminate material gives creative agency back
to the designer, who can see anew and discover a situation’s
individual affordance. By masking cultural references or the
functionalist reading of modernity, the responsibility for
form and space are back in the architect’s hands. Neither is
given by a higher order but can be worked out individually.
In the process, designers are asked to define their position
within different and at times conflicting interests, including
the emotional, poetic and spiritual qualities embedded in
architecture.

Being reasonable only gets us to where we already are.
Architecture is a cultural achievement and, as such, a prod-
uct of society. The acceptance of architectural form is based
on being a recognisable part of an existing culture, trigger-
ing a sense of belonging and validity through reference.
Hence, one could define culture as being conservative per
se, as everything that is deemed culturally significant relies
on matching an established canon of values, be it in regard
to form or social behaviours. With this judgement comes a
level of moralisation, where certain aesthetics are deemed
ethically more – or less – valuable than others. Operating
inside a sphere of established values is reassuring. However,
to advance the discipline, we need to step outside of existing
certainties and create ‘a difference which makes a differ-
ence’.  Embracing the unreasonable is a tool to facilitate this
step. It allows for other voices, other spaces – ones that we

site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and
finding ways to incorporate constraints, on the background
of an overarching personal agenda, reflects the specifity of
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpreted as a first at-
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

make the new structure stand out as much as possible, since
a less distinct building would have merely contributed to
the already existing visual noise. The new arrival acted like a
magnetic pole that reorientated the bearings of all the mat-
ter in range. The addition became both a solitaire and a
binder of aggregate by occupying all the gaps between the
disparate buildings while also developing an individual pres-
ence that radiated into the context, giving the entire ensem-
ble a new identity. The new character is the result of a
careful negotiation between the extracted object and the ex-
isting built fabric. A dialogue that sometimes turned into
conflict established the terms of cohabitation and the emer-
gence of different expressions of space: internal space impli-
cated by the object shape, space between the object and
ground, and space radiated by the architectural character.
Although the new building is clearly ‘not from here’, one
can read that it has adapted itself to the local conditions as
much as the existing ground – the four buildings – have
adapted themselves in order to accommodate the new ar-
rival. This follows a process of give and take, out of which
the whole arises as a strengthened unit. This only works if
the character is strong enough to initiate and steer the de-
velopment, as the ground itself has a tendency to cultivate
its inertia and remain inactive as long as it is not challenged.

<H1>Silent activation—Due to the fact that the ground
is made up of existing buildings with a continuous pro-
gramming (theatre, café, workshop, retail outlets and of-
fices), its activation had to remain relatively ‘silent’ in order
to minimise disturbance. This meant that the ground was
predominantly acknowledged by being listened to, and
physical movement had to remain subtle. The ground still
reacted, just not to the extent we would have seen with a
project on natural soil. Parts of the existing offices on the
south-eastern side still caved in to create room for vertical
access, while walls within were thickened to bear the load of
the addition. Some walls on the north-eastern side extended
towards the character, supporting its cantilevering volumes.
Finding ways to incorporate constraints while still catering
for personal agendas reflects the specificity of the architec-

Thalia Graz balances all aspects of my previously dis-
cussed design process. It follows the central chain of
events (field – figure – character / site – ground – activa-
tion) and uses both methods of assessment (emotive cog-
nition & intellectual synthesis) for form finding and
conceptualisation. Its morphological features (compact
yet animated) identify it as representative of my formal
language. Technical topologies like structure, roof,
façade, etc. are integrated into an all-encompassing
skin, supporting the motif of one bodily character.  The
activation of the ground is both ‘silent’ and ‘proactive’. It
is expressed in the way that the ground retreats and ad-
vances in reaction to the new arrival, while at the same
time affecting its transition from field to object to charac-
ter.  Focusing on the object (via the empathy developed
for the ground) responds to my belief that the care and at-
tention I put into the design will radiate back as an en-
ergy that fuels the emergence of space in form of an
emitted ambience or atmosphere. This energy fuels the
most important occurrence of space in this project: the
character’s presence, emanating into the context and
giving it identity. 

1 the topic of vessels is present in other proj-

ects as well: Uralla Court, Suzuki house, EAF

Thalia Graz - floor plan level 6 

Thalia Graz - west & east elevations

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For
me, unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for
interpretation that is missed if the operational realm is con-
fined by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also
mean to position oneself ‘between’ established areas of ex-
pertise or familiarity such as the place I occupy when har-
nessing the two streams of education I undertook, or when
working between different continents and their respective
architectural and academic cultures. Unreasonableness can
be found in the way that I allow intuitive synthesis and
emotive cognition to guide the direction of my projects,
how I misuse or co-opt features from fields unrelated to ar-
chitecture, confront a site with unrelated spatial informa-
tion or empathise with objects and the site. Being
in-between puts the designer in the position of a ‘libero’,  a
free agent, who reaches their goals by fluidly assuming dif-
ferent roles and positions. A prerequisite for this multiva-
lence is the acceptance of momentary unreasonableness and
illogic – or, in other words, the suspension of disbelief and
the engagement in serious play.

The benefit of the unreasonable for creative practices.

Thalia Graz | view towards State Opera House - photo: Herta Hurnaus

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

Masking established connotations and value systems enables
a designer to ‘see anew’ and become aware of the potentials
presented by misappropriated objects, and stage semantic
transfers, in this case from the context of infrastructure to
human habitation. Besides addressing the client’s needs, the
project also offers a social surplus by engaging the public
and the profession in a dialogue about the ways that design
policies shape our cities. By identifying the existing rooftop
infrastructures as a local typology, the project ironically dis-
cusses the council’s guidelines for design approvals, effec-
tively questioning its desire to use the argument of
contextualisation as a means to enforcing the emulation of
local appearances. Discovering such solutions and putting
them to use gives me joy. Creating an object that (1) solves
a problem while (2) having an aesthetic value that con-
tributes positively to the atmosphere of the place and (3) in-
stigates a discourse makes me happy. 

The key principles in the development of the EAF addition
are: (1) identifying air-conditioning units as a prevalent
rooftop typology in the Adelaide CBD, (2) acknowledging
the building code that asks for new developments to mimic
‘local character’ and (3) overlaying both to justify the trans-
formation of a technical infrastructure into a habitat for vis-
iting artists. In this case, volumes originally used for
condensation and evaporation in an air-conditioning unit
now facilitate studio, bedroom and storage spaces. And
while the physical environment stays the same, the context
of reception and evaluation changes from the technical per-
formance of a piece of infrastructure to legalistic guidelines
governing the aesthetics of human habitation. To manage
this displacement, moving from one value system to an-
other, the architectural object draws on a tactical deceit, al-
lowing it to be read as either infrastructure or dwelling,
depending on the viewer’s perspective. In the process of
gaining planning approval, the object disguises itself as a

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. Since this was my first
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects
(heavy mass, compact figures, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
field of information, which I then intended to read and in-
terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and
thus depicted the first instance of the unreasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial
field, and used it as an oblique and heterogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob

differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has
been considered in the modulation of the topography, so
that smooth transitions and inclinations below the thresh-
old of 1 in 20 could be achieved for dedicated corridors.
The frayed design offers multiple choices of movement, as
well as creating different spatial situations for rest or play,
either along the steps and terraces of the riversides, or the
holes and slits in the object. Different forms of interaction
with the water are provided by the defined spaces between
the object and the ground. Further, the voids and slits
within the object will create a spectacle of dappled light un-
derneath the bridge, which will be experienced by those
who cruise the Torrens in paddleboats. 

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

F or the exhibition To the Islands - The Architecture of
Isolated Solutions the curators Jennifer Harvey and
Sean Pickergill asked architects and artists to collabo-

rate and interrogate the architectural qualities within the
concept of islands. We were asked to respond to a chapter
from True Stories, a fictitious piece of travel literature by Lu-
cian of Samosata .1 The text borders on the absurd and reads
as a parody of Homer’s Odyssey. In this project the ‘unrea-
sonable’ was introduced in form of the text we were asked
to respond to, as well as the suggested collaboration with
the artist Margit Brünner. Hélène Frichot writes:

“Margit’s work is ostensibly located between the spatial
arts and performance art, but she is an architect. Her explo-
rations endeavour to discover the best means of producing
joyful affects, with an emphasis on the milieu, or relation-
ship between the environment-world and ever-transforming
subject (or processes of subjectification): this is what she
names atmosphere. Hers is a practice of immanence, ever
located, situated, inspired by embodied learning.”2

We agreed to select two different thematic strands
within Samosta’s text. While I looked at The Isle within the
Whale – Oceanic Monstrosities, Margit focused on The Isle of
the Blessed – Production without Effort. We then set up a
mode of operating in which we would iteratively interpret
each other’s moves. One person would start with an arte-
fact, a model or drawing, then pass it on to the other, who
would develop it further and then return it for the next step
of transformation. 

Margit started by engaging into a conversation with a
site in Port Adelaide, tracing its atmospheric moves by

Dissecting the whale is the most recent step in an ongo-
ing series of installations. Their aim is to explore and
test the topics of my research in a medium that is free
from program or functional constraints, revealing aspira-
tions and contradictions that are present in my work. 

Case study | Dissecting the whale

dock 2 - to the islands | Margit Brünner’s site reading, a sketch model supplied for interpretation

‘drawing’ paper models with a Stanley Knife, and passing
them on. After transcribing them from physical to digital,
in order to familiarise myself with their spatial qualities, I
produced a series of renders, hypothetical spatial scenarios
that anticipated different scales and points of reference. This
formed the point of departure for reading and interpreting
the three dimensional information in regards to traces of the
whale, which I assumed was hiding within. 

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-
faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

tice. They steer a project’s morphological evolution from an
arbitrary input to an intrinsic figure that eventually ad-
vances towards an architectural character. This process is
propelled by two modes of interrogation. One is based on
emotive cognition, giving voice to the site, the architectural
object and the author. The other engages in an analytic syn-
thesis of the observed genesis, aiming to conceptualise a
project by applying a frame of reference that can be shared
with others. The project continuously oscillates between ir-
rational/intuitive advancements and rational/objective steps
of justification, to ‘make sense’ from these two different
epistemological realms. 

In the first instance, the unreasonable acts as a catalyst,
introduced, for example, as a three-dimensional field of in-
formation, a found object, exaptation, or through the col-
laboration with another person to kick-start the design. Its
purpose is to disassociate oneself from superficial predispo-
sitions while at the same time strengthening the position of
the author, who, in the process of working through the for-
eign material, has to make a stand for his own position. My
selection criteria here revolve around the potency of form to
induce space and create emotional responses. Being driven
by emotive cognition represents the second instance of ‘un-
reasonableness’ in my design process. Here, I try to develop
empathy for the objects that I handle, iteratively immersing
myself into each of the project’s protagonists, and eventually
reaching a state of self-forgetfulness where work becomes se-
rious play. Sensing a lead for a possible solution affects me
as a bodily feeling – a registration of joy that serves as a lit-
mus test for the project’s direction and eventual success. 

A parallel analytic mode of assessment is concerned with
testing the conceptual feasibility of a project by viewing it
through the eyes of an external observer, aiming to deter-
mine purpose and meaning that are valid beyond my own
personal agendas and projections. This step is pursued
through the production of graphic representations, a story-
book that validates a poetic proposal by arguing it through a
different lens. In doing so, I transfer parameters from
graphic design, film and photography into the architectural
context and establish form as a signifier of meaning. I con-
sciously differentiate between my own interest in the project
and those of other audiences, setting up a narrative along
which I seek a project to be read. Alternating between two
modes of assessment assists in understanding the entire on-
tological bandwidth of design, and coalesces personal and
external agendas within a single project. 

Mapping and categorising my past work has revealed a
recurring choreography that employs three main agents: ob-
ject, ground and space. A figure materialises from an ab-
stract field and gradually matures to become an
architectural character that emanates space. In this process,
the initial excess of information is being distilled until no
further simplification is possible, however, without compro-
mising the spatial experiences or the sculptural quality of
the work. My aim is to endow the object with a sense of
personality, enabling an active relationship between the
building and the user. I believe this makes truly sustainable
architecture – unique buildings that are loved. 

How to integrate the location into a design is a core
question of my practice. There are many ways to ‘respect’

Interrogating my practice has unveiled the tactics that I
deploy in order to facilitate the poetics of architecture
within an environment that is dominated by expectations of
quantifiable performance or theory-based validation. A se-
ries of choreographed events sits at the centre of my prac-

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented
his / her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result
the skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we consid-
ered this intervention as part of the transitional processes,
however, after security guards threatened to have the object
removed, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous art-piece that is not attached to a specific artist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or improvisation might be defined as presence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the primacy of architecture-as-form over architecture-as-
context and is based on the acknowledgement of emotional
intelligence and irrational beginnings. 

In the past, I never decided in which way it is best to
talk about my work: through its phenotype (the expressed
features of form), its genotype (the strategic choreography
that determines its genesis) or its modes of assessment
(emotive cognition and intellectual analysis). There ap-
peared to be little acceptance for ‘feeling’ my way forward,
assuming the liveliness of all agents involved and immersing
myself into the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself

and the ground upon which it sits. Initially, the analytic
mode as assessment was a means of concealing the personal
motives that take place in my work. Now, operating be-
tween emotive cognition on the one side and intellectual
synthesis on the other serves to acknowledge the full band-
width of architectural ontology, from experiential and sub-
jective values to the limits of materials, techniques and
meaning. 

This undecidedness led me to understand a key condi-
tion of my practice: to be in-between. Being in-between is a
position that can be considered unreasonable if viewed from

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For me,
unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for inter-
pretation that is missed if the operational realm is confined
by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also mean to
position oneself ‘between’ established areas of expertise or
familiarity such as the place I occupy when harnessing the
two streams of education I undertook, or when working be-
tween different continents and their respective architectural

the whale - to the islands - SASA Gallery Adelaide 2011 | third interpretation

images above: grasshopper used to create the

structural grid inside the whale | based on a

script provided by Victor Leung

the whale - to the islands | first dissection Dissecting the whale - Installation at RMIT Design Hub Dissecting the whale - Installation at RMIT Design Hub
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The blueprint of my design process is a threefold chore-
ography. Its spine is made up of a sequence of events
that are flanked by two different modes of interrogation,
one is intuitive, the other analytic. This chapter examines
how I utilise the unreasonable.

L ooking at my work within the frame of this PhD has
revealed the underlying skeleton of my design process.
The central sequence of the diagram on the left de-

fines ‘what’ happens, while the parallel strategies determine
‘how’ things develop. Most projects starts with the intro-
duction of the unreasonable, either in the form of a field of
information (from which I then extract a concise figure), or
as a found object introduced from a different context. Here-
after the figure engages in a dialogue with the site, a move
that differentiates the figure from the ground, turning it
into a character, while also activating the ground as an en-
tity in its own right. Character and ground then negotiate
the essential quality of the project, which is space. Depend-
ing on each individual project, the two accompanying
modes of operation have a unique impact. The intuitive
synthesis tackles the project from the morphological side. It
evaluates character, ground and space by developing an em-
pathy for each of them. The analytic viewpoint deals with
the project’s perception, the way in which it is assumed to
be read by the audience 1 and myself. This constitutes the
semantic level of the project, relating back to my studies in
visual communication design. Here I engage with an ob-
server’s perspective in order to develop a coherent concep-
tual proposal, and validate the project beyond my subjective
decisions. The format of this analytical stream is a presenta-
tion booklet that accompanies the project from the very be-
ginning. It tests the conceptual feasibility of a project and
acknowledges the public’s desire for reason. form - space form - meaning

A

X1, X2, X3...

ground
character

field

figure

activated

frame of reference 

conceptualisation

intellectual synthesis 

site

emotive cognition

intuitive synthesis 

dissection

process diagram | The design develops around

a central sequence of choreographed events

that is subject to two modes of assessment. 

Modes | unreasonable

K. Verbeek investigates the benefits of randomness in
the design act2. A project has to have an idea, it needs to
make sense, but it only needs to make sense at the end of
the process. Aiming for reason and determinacy in each
step, particularly at the beginning of a design process, 

can be counterproductive, as it keeps the designer
within the corridors of existing solutions and expectations.
Thus diminishing the possibility to establish novel combi-
nations. Introducing the unreasonable is a technique that
supports drawing connections between seemingly unrelated
fields and materials. The unreasonable forms the fertile soil
from which a conceptual idea can stem in the attempt of
reading and analysing its potential. Careful observation and
the direct handling of material sits at the core of my prac-
tice. They are the prerequisite for hunches to arise, to settle
and form an idea. The unreasonable is introduced in differ-
ent ways in each project, but in any case it is materialised in
a graspable / hand-able form. Sometimes it materialises as a
field of forms; Thalia Graz: voids from the surrounding de-
velopments, River Torrens footbridge: overlay of sketch mod-
els from previous projects, a found object; EAF extension:
air-conditioning units, Uralla Court: sponge and jacked up
boat hull, or via a collaborative process with another author. 

For the exhibition To the Islands the unreasonable was
introduced through the artist Margit Brünner, whose paper
models stood at the beginning of the design process. The
collaboration was laid out in such a way that we would pass
artefacts between us, but would not work on them together.
I received her models and then interpreted them, in order to
produce the next generation of objects. The unreasonable
was nevertheless site related, as Margit had produced them
in response to her performative interactions with a particu-
lar site in Port Adelaide. Anything from the site can con-
tribute to the project in a meaningful way, even when at the

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts
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AN-house - south east

The object-orientated ontology of my work is put in rela-
tion to the modes of operation (emotive cognition and in-
tellectual synthesis), the aims I pursue and the
architectural background I come from. Addressing the
morphological evolution of past work and the tendencies
that have become obvious in present work, foreshadow-
ing coming developments.

I t appears as if I’m chasing a very particular whale, as
similar forms occur in different projects, yet I believe
not to have a preconceived idea of the ideal form or

shape at the beginning of a project. It is only on reflection
that shapes can be associated with a particular family of ob-
jects, relating to the way I work or the architectural habitat
I come from. All of my objects have mass and weight, are
clear-cut and often appear hermetically closed. Their fea-
tures are cut from straight or single curved lines that join at
obtuse angles, resulting in compact and heavy figures that
nevertheless express a sense of mobility. Their surfaces are
flat and not articulated or ornamented, except for openings
that are created by peeling or cutting away on an all-encom-
passing skin. Construction is either integrated in the skin or
substituted by internal sub-volumes. There are no structural
grids. The continuous skin and the integrated structure are
probably the most obvious features that support the motif
of an architectural body or creature. 

I use the term creature to express the liveliness of my ar-
chitectural objects. I’m unsure if creature is in fact the right
term, because of its possible zoomorphic connotation. Re-
ferring to the object as a creature does not aim at giving it
validity through a morphological relationship with either
flora or fauna. Its genetic code lies within me, the author’s
personal history and experience, and the field of informa-
tion from which it is extracted. During the course of the

Agents | characters

project the creature itself gathers experiences and thus grad-
ually turns into a character that establishes its place within
the project. Different names – field, figure, creature, charac-
ter – hint at different stages of the design process. In the
end the characters radiate confidence and calmness, as if
being at ease with themselves. Yet there is also a tension
within them, which suggest the potential of movement, of
leaving or taking off, a notion that is amplified by the dis-
tance that they keep to the ground. 

I’m seeking to create a sense of personality within the
characters that populate my work, which has become a pur-
pose in its own right. It links back to how I was brought up
in architecture. Coop Himmelb(l)au established the author
as being at the centre of the design. Through their intuitive
scribbles, an emotion was captured that was then translated
and attempted to be carried through into the built work.
The author is as much present in the work as the client and
the brief, which eventually leads to an authentic, independ-
ent, building. Yet it is not the icon of the object that is at
the centre of my interest, it is the spatial experience. I fabri-
cate the character as an agent that prompts a reaction from
the site, kick starting a dialogue from which the space, be-
tween object and ground, unfurls. This can be identified in
many projects, yet, depending on the circumstances, it is
not equally obvious. At Uralla Court an array of different
spatial situations unfold between the ground and the char-
acter, becoming spatial sequences along different trajecto-
ries; a quality that Wolf D. Prix said to be a particular
attribute of Austrian architecture. For this reason the project
was selected to be part of the Austrian contribution to the
10. Architecture Biennale Venice, 2006.

Designing a sense of personality is interesting because it
supports the idea of an active relationship between the
building and the user. I think of it as a contribution to

The Whale - installation, Port Adelaide, South Australia 2012

sustainability, as, in my terms, sustainability is about
creating environments that we generally want to keep; that
we care about. In much built environment discourse sus-
tainability has been reduced to its functional aspects. One
of the challenges I face is the question of how to talk about
non-quantifiable qualities, as it is so much easier to argue
for things you can apply a number to. 

A building that just feels right, might be sustainable be-
cause it is loved - in the way it feels, smells, looks, behaves -
and therefore will be taken care of and given an extended
lifespan. How to communicate and prove these experiential
qualities in advance, when they only reveal themselves in
the final built work? My personal way of assessing the qual-
ity of a project beforehand, is through the sculptural and
haptic qualities of the characters and situations I design and
handle, during all stages of the design process. They must
feel right. I believe that a carefully treated model, that in it-
self has a presence and an aura, is my best tool in maintain-
ing the quality of the project, right through to the built
work. 

Parallel to the sculptural qualities of a project, I am
committed to all functional aspects - program, structure,
circulation, services, etc. - but I am not interested in signify-
ing those. What I am interested in are the poetic elements
that transcend the prosaic. I like a building to be an inhab-
itable sculpture, with the embedded surplus of program.
Mathias Boeckl explains that in Günther Domenig’s work
the “mechanic functionality of the design… is permanently
brought into accordance with the semantic level.”1 I try
doing the same, continuously revising both form and tech-
nical requirements until they coalesce. But, different to
Domenig, I do not want the care for those technical aspects
to be readable. I avoid exposing mechanic and structural

components by including them into the space defining ele-
ments, like internal walls or the skin of the building. The
attention to those aspects is only expressed in the long and
tedious process of tweaking the form until all the functional
aspects have been successfully accommodated. This process
of refinement is part of turning the initial figure into a com-
plex creature or character. The careful thought about struc-
ture, and its integration into the space defining elements, is
evident in the structural models and diagrams I produce, as
well as the detailed drawings that describe the integration of
services into the building’s skin.

Some of the formal similarities shared by my projects
may evolve from the fact that I start with solids, which I
work on in a subtractive manner. When I cut away material
from a block, be it either physical or digital, with a Stanley
knife or a single curve line, I tend to cut at shallow angles,
which results in stocky convex shapes. Whereas sharp and
pointy forms are predominantly the outcome of an additive
process. After the body of the solid is defined, it is shelled,
penetrated for openings, and inserted with sub-volumes. I
intend to realise a character’s formal appearance and spatial
sensation with the smallest possible effort, and “concentrate
forces in a minimum number of points.” 2 In the process of
developing form, the overload of information is being
boiled down, distilled and concentrated to its essence, until
no further simplification is possible without compromising
the spatial experience or sculptural quality of the work. At
Thalia Graz and Uralla Court I & II, the already satisfactory
form was elaborately fine tuned and geometrically simpli-
fied throughout the course of the whole design develop-
ment. I do this by continuously stepping back to a solid
mass model, and then going through the process of shelling
and fenestration, etc., again and again. In doing so I also
have the implementation process in mind, which I do not
want to overcomplicate with unnecessary complexity. 

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette | view from Opernring - photo: Herta Hurnaus

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them from objects into a field
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and
stitch them together in one large object. This process was
guided by immediate gut feeling, as well as the overarching
image of a ship camouflaged by dazzle painting. After defin-
ing a range of different superstructures, three or four figures
were built as physical models and evaluated for their spatial
and sculptural qualities. 

An early abstract render of the site fused the four exist-
ing buildings into one homogenous mass that reminded me
of an ocean liner. This lead to two different lines of re-
search: one into vessels,1 boats, spaceships, planes and sub-
marines, while the other looked into methods of concealing,
including dazzle paintings, camouflage and trompe l’oeil.
The aim was to blend the building into the background as a
means to homogenise the heterogeneous context. The idea

Process—The genesis of the design followed the previ-
ously described steps. In default of an immediate idea, I
produced a sea of spatial information, assuming that the
creature (or whale) was already present yet invisibly sub-
merged within. I then observed the ripples in the water,
waiting for the moment to extract the whale. In this case,
the field of information was provided by an inverted im-
print – materialised voids – of the surrounding densely
built-up area, and then overlaid with the site as digital mod-
els. On screen, the multiple fragments of existing spaces
were viewed in wireframe, turning them from objects into a
field condition. I would then turn individual parts to solid
display and stitch them together into one large object. This
process was guided by an immediate gut feeling. After
defining a range of different superstructures, three to four
figures were built as physical models and evaluated for their
spatial and sculptural qualities. An early abstract render of
the site fused the four existing buildings into one homoge-
nous mass that reminded me of an ocean liner. This led to
two different lines of research: one into vessels (boats, space-
ships, planes and submarines ), and the other into methods
of concealing volumes, including dazzle paintings, camou-
flage and trompe l’oeil. The aim was to blend the building
into the background as a means to homogenising the dis-
parate context.

Creating identity—The idea of camouflage was
dropped, and instead we pursued the opposite approach to

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and
thus influenced the development of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation
and floated in space like a fish in an aquarium. After the ex-
hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

local conditions. Some believe in touching the ground
lightly, others in emulating local appearances. My approach
ignores the lure of nicely considered site relatedness. In-
stead, it relies on the seemingly brutal move of staging a
confrontation between an introduced alien object and the
ground. Buildings do not fly. By keeping the object in an
unstable position, hovering above the ground, I create a
problem that demands a resolution. My aim is to provoke a
reaction from the site that, through my reading and inter-
pretation, reveals and acknowledges the character of the lo-
cation. I do this by empathetically immersing myself into
both object and ground, acting as a seismograph to plot

their intents. The unfolding dialogue is played out in the
void between them. It marks the ‘activation’ of the ground
and the transition of the object into an architectural charac-
ter – one that has been raised by the location. 

The exchange is mediated by the designer, whose own
projections and interpretations become part of the negotia-
tion process. By developing an empathy with both protago-
nists, their individual characteristics are voiced and
translated into form. The formal negotiations refine the po-
sitions of all participating protagonists and translate directly
into their heightened presence, or the energy they emanate,

turning the void between them into space. It is from within
the void that different forms of space emerge as a conse-
quence of the staged antagonism between object and
ground. At this stage, the design process is halted. 

In the course of a project, I am handling three subjects:
the architectural character, the ground and the energy that
develops in the void between them. This energised void
produces space – the core offering of architectural produc-
tion. I have come to understand that ‘activating the ground’
is a means to making the site contribute to the production
of architectural character and space. The path propagates

island 3 -  to the islands | unreasonable topografies
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Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my
architectural practice. Themes discussed include the
emergence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with
‘unreasonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented
here documents an approach to architectural design in
which these oppositions (confrontations) and the
unreasonable are understood as constructive pathways
towards developing the performative potential of designs
that tap into local histories and voices, including those of
the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself and the
ground it sits upon – to inform the site-related production
of architectural character and space. In doing so, the work
offers encouragement to accept the usefulness and validity
of the unreasonable in architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within

T hrough this research I seek to investigate the role of
the unreasonable in my design process and under-
stand the strategies I deploy to facilitate the poetic as-

pects of architecture and the emergence of space. I will lay
out the conditioning of my spatial intelligence1 in regard to
my personal and professional background, and relate it to
the influences of my peers and mentors. Unfolding the
characteristics of my practice the work will undergo three
steps of reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of
the past work I have done, testing the gained insights
against more recent designs, and, finally, speculating about
subsequent ramifications for future work, both for myself
and others. Working between Austria and Australia added
another duality to the alternating roles within practice-
based research of being both the observer and the observed. 

It was expected that the overlay of three different duali-
ties – practice / research, observer / observed,  Austria / Aus-
tralia - would allow me to discern blind spots in the
everyday practice of my work. A key aspect of my practice is
the continuous reworking of the same topics under changed
circumstances. Themes to be discussed include the emer-
gence of space from a staged opposition between the archi-
tectural object and the site, and the relationship between
intuitive and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both of
these there is a necessary engagement with forms of ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought, action or behaviours. Although this de-
sign research develops around my own specific approaches
and handlings, I believe that the insights gained through
this PhD will be of value to the wider community of de-
signers as they address issues, values and questions inherent
to contemporary design and the production of architecture. 

The main focus of my reflections will be the architec-
tural work I produced since graduating from the masterclass
of Wolf D. Prix at the University for Applied Arts Vienna in

introduction

2000. The working title of my PhD Little Creatures - or ar-
chitecture as chemistry related to the morphological quality
of architectural bodies that utilise the site as a stage in order
to negotiate space. Two different dialogues have informed
the interrogation documented here. One is a series of inter-
views conducted by my colleague Nell Anglae. Some frag-
ments of the interviews have remained in this document.
The other are my presentations at the RMIT Practice Re-
search Seminars, where my work and preliminary findings
were critiqued by colleagues. Transcripts of both have
formed the point of departure for this catalogue, which it-
self became a third layer of analysis.

Prologue covers the non-architectural backdrop from
which my spatial intelligence developed. It concerns aspects
of my family background as well as my studies in Visual
Communication Design which both influence the manner
in which I work today. Coinage looks at my architectural
upbringing, working at Coop Himmelb(l)au, studying in
the masterclass of Wolf D. Prix, and the wider Austrian de-
sign-community. The following two chapters defoliate the
choreography of my design process. Modes interrogates the
two antagonistic strategies of assessment – intuitive and an-
alytic – that accompany the conception of my work. Agents
examines this process from the perspective of its main pro-
tagonist – character, ground, void – and follows their differ-
ent stages of their development. Cases reflects on three
different projects that were done within this PhD, exempli-
fying the discussions and insights from the previous chap-
ters. Conclusion subsumes ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ I design
the way I do, and highlights the implications that arise from
this research.

1 with reference to the work of Leon van

Schaik, see: van Schaik, Spatial Intelligence:

New Futures for Architecture.

process diagram | a mediated conflict between the object and the ground - photo: Peter Whyte

Unreasonable Creatures: Dissecting the Whale within presents
an investigation into the epistemological processes of my ar-
chitectural practice. Themes discussed include the emer-
gence of space in a staged opposition between the
architectural object and the ground, and between emotive
cognition and analytic synthesis in the design act. In both
oppositions, there is a productive engagement with ‘unrea-
sonable’ thought or behaviours. The work presented here
documents an approach to architectural design in which
these oppositions (confrontations) and the unreasonable are
understood as constructive pathways towards developing
the performative potential of designs that tap into local his-
tories and voices, including those of the seemingly inani-
mate – the architecture itself and the ground it sits upon –
to inform the site-related production of architectural char-
acter and space. In doing so, the work offers encouragement
to accept the usefulness and validity of the unreasonable in
architecture.

Through this research, I seek to validate the strategies I
deploy to facilitate the poetic aspects of architecture within
a discourse whose evaluation parameters predominantly
involve reason. By examining my own work and that of
other designers, I will show how relinquishing control and
harnessing seemingly illogical actions can become tools in
fostering the emergence of new ideas and solutions in an
otherwise highly regimented environment. The context of
my design work is set by the relationships between existing
fabrics and a secondary layer of architectural form, whose
investigation contributes to the discourse on sensible
models of urban growth, unfolding strategies for retrofit,
additions and densification. The work not only explores
how the interests of multiple custodians and stakeholders
are accommodated, but also examines the architect’s
responsibility to find even more histories and voices to
actualise unrecognised potentials and desires. In doing so,

the work offers a critique on the simplistic appropriation of
modernity in architecture while also raising debates about
the values pursued in design approval processes and the
ways in which site relatedness is both produced and judged. 

The inquiry is carried out through design projects and is
reciprocally influenced by text-based observations.
Accordingly, the findings are communicated in the language
of the discipline – drawings, renders, photographs – and
accompanied by a written exegesis. The introspective
analysis of my architectural work and the in-depth
description of the creative processes steering it offer a
critical perspective on my own work in relation to that of
other designers and architects. Unfolding the characteristics
of my practice, the investigation underwent three steps of
reflection: understanding the aims and concerns of past
work, testing the gained insights against projects that are
currently in production and finally speculating about the
ramifications of this research for future design works. 

The research investigates how unreasonable processes
contribute to architectural production when balanced with
intellectual synthesis. Other dualities include working
between Austria and Australia, and the alternating roles
occupied within the practice-based research of being both
the observer and the observed. It was expected that the
overlay of these three different dualities – unreasonable
versus analytic, observer versus observed, Austria versus
Australia – would allow me to discern the blind spots in my
practice and unfold insights that are of value to the wider
community, addressing issues, values and questions inherent

Projects | Uralla Court 

Uralla Court - north east | lifted mass and ground reaction - image: Daniel Kerbler Uralla Court - interior | inserted volumes hover above the upper floor level - image: Daniel Kerbler

Agents | space

Uralla Court - sketch model, Blackwood, SA 2004

Interrogating the way in which different forms of space
materialize in response to separating the architectural
object from the ground. This is discussed in relation to
my coinage and the processes I employ to sense and cul-
tivate the mysterious nature of space.

L ifting the object differentiates it from the ground and
establishes the character as an independent entity. The
move creates a void that bears the potential to become

space. Leaving the object hovering and not touching the
ground follows a choreography that is only slightly altered
from project to project. Over the years this has resulted in a
formal language that discusses the placement of objects in
relation to each other and the ground. Lifting the mass has
a clear relationship to Coop Himmelb(l)au. The picture of
the leaping whale is a brand-mark that many of Wolf D.
Prix’s students carry. The image, in conjunction with Prix’s
quotations from Moby Dick1, epitomizes the essence of
man’s struggle with the elements, which transcends into the
“irrational battle against gravity.”2 This battle is continuous
in the lineage of Austrian Expressionism as the “expression
of the human struggle against the powers of fate.”3 The
photograph of a whale lifting himself up, out of the water
and into the air, proves that gravity can be overcome, even if
just for a moment and with great effort. Effort is actually
the point, as it is about overcoming one’s own weight, one’s
self. The mantra of the leaping whale has been repeated
again and again, so that one should not lose faith that it is
possible. If the whale can do it, then we can do it, if we are
prepared to overcome ourselves and invest into the effort.
Wolf D. Prix set this up as a goal, and we are all trying to
prove ourselves.

However, lifting the mass is not an invention of Coop Him-
melb(l)au. “Like all architects everywhere, Coop

Himmelb(l)au loves to wrestle with Newton’s gravity, archi-
tecture’s best friend.” 4 Friedrich Kiessler’s city in space
(1925) 5 is a visionary model for a city hovering above the
ground, (relating to El Lissitzky’s sky hooks from 1924)
which could be described as the Austrian founding moment
for the desire to counteract gravity. Dieter Bogner points
out that the motif of hovering is also present in Kiessler’s
Nucleus house (1931), the Space house (1933) and early ver-
sions of the Endless house, which is lifted up from the
ground by columns.6 Constant Nieuwenhuys lifts up an en-
tire city for the New Babylon project (1950-1960), Hans
Hollein proposes Superstructures above Vienna (1960) and a
Communication-interchange City (1963), both hovering
above existing cities. And while Günther Zamp Kelp (Ar-
chitecture School, 1965), Laurids Ortner (47. Stadt, 1966)
and Wolf D. Prix (Wohnhausanlage,1966) propose the de-
tachment from the ground in their student work, Lina Bo
Bardi already realises the lift with her Sao Paulo Art mu-
seum (1968), hovering above a public plaza and being sus-
pended from two massive concrete frames.

Lifting the mass responds to my coinage and the expecta-
tions that come with it. Opposing the gravitational pull,
while being equipped with the morphological attributes of
an object-oriented ontology, establishes the object as an in-
dependent body with a life of its own. The object has be-
come an actor, for whom the city or landscape (established
as a subject in their own right - activated ground) becomes a
partner in an ongoing dialogue. A negotiation process of
lifting, pushing and pulling unfurls, one that carves out
both actors’ specific attributes and establishes space in and
between them. ‘In-between’ is where I extend upon the
coinage of my mentors, and establish my own line of in-
quiry. I make a pact with the sea (ground) and turn it from
a backdrop into a character in its own right. The whale then
not just leaps but is also being lifted, evidencing a dynamic

In the foreword to Get off of my Cloud, Jeffrey Kipnis points
out that lifting the mass is not an end in itself, instead it
stands for liberation from the repressive machinery of
power, associated with ownership and control over the
ground-plane. Kipnis links Himmelb(l)au’s desire 

platforms are an “assault against the primacy of the ground”
7 and a first step towards the democratisation of the ground
plane. Coop Himmelb(l)au’s work extends a lineage that
“does not just deal with feudal control but also with the reg-
ulatory systems of architectural planning.”8 This is master-
fully demonstrated with their Falkestrasse rooftop
extension, where Coop Himmelb(l)au declare the architec-
ture a piece of art, exploiting a loophole within the council’s
legal provisions and allowing the building to proceed where
Council’s rules would otherwise have inhibited it. But the
conceptual circumnavigation is not enough. Himmelb(l)au
is not a theoretical practice that is satisfied with the repre-
sentation of an idea, instead they need to physically build in
order to give phenomenological evidence. 

The phenomenological evidence I am looking for lies in the
space that can be experienced flowing in and between the
sub-volumes of the built form and the ground, where the
continuity of the space meets the continuity of the land-
scape. In an ideal setup I imagine the space between object
and ground to be a spatial knot, whose loose ends branch
out in all directions, horizontally and vertically. I am look-
ing for a fusion of different instances of space: the space im-
plicated by the overall form and its sub-volumes, the space
between those volumes and the ground, and the space that
both character and ground radiate through their presence.
Chillida describes three different forms of space: a) space as
an energy that a place or object radiates, b) the space be-
tween objects, c) the space within an object. The space

within is indicated by the object’s outside appearance, its
shell, and thus feeds the aura of the object. In my process
radiant space happens when the object has been developed
in such a way that it becomes a character. It then emanates
space in form of an ambience. Through dialogue with the
character, the ground expresses its own qualities, becoming
activated and emanating space. The void between is being
charged by the presence of both object and ground. It now
radiates space in the form of an atmosphere, as well as de-
scribing the physical extents of the space they frame. This is
the archetypical script for my projects. The plans and sec-
tions for Uralla Court I illustrate this dynamic.9 All the indi-
vidual pockets of space are interconnected, which allows the
space to flow freely between them. This entity of multiple
spatial situations can never be physically overlooked, it is
only graspable as a whole through imagination or as a se-
quence of events in time.

For me space is dead – a mere void - when its configuration
can be grasped or imagined by a single look. It is alive,
when the spatial configuration can not be understood from
a single vantage point. When time and movement need to
be invested, and even then the space still remains ungras-
pable, keeping a certain mystery. Walking through a build-
ing and never actually reaching the point where everything
is understood, that is the ideal. This is the condition when
the complexity of the building reaches that of natural envi-
ronments, yet without mimicking their formal appearances.
I try to offer as many choices as possible, as many variations
of spatial situations as the program allows. That is, I believe,
my role as an architect. I have to organise space and pro-
gram, but within that I offer various perceptions, like what
might be encountered when wandering through a forest or
the bush. Today, when cities are growing at the expense of
natural environments, therefore limiting our experiential
bandwidth, architecture will have to give back and increase

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The result is an internally defined ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia. Uralla Court II
is the redesign of the original Uralla Court with changed pa-
rameters; the reduction of program and usable space by two
thirds. The spatial concept remains the same, previously en-
closed spaces at the lower level are now used as sheltered
outdoor spaces. Mapping and categorising my past work
has revealed a recurring choreography that employs three
main agents: object, ground and space. 

Uralla Court - between building shell and hovering volume

Uralla Court II - south east & south west - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - cross section and structural diagram

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

The competition entry for the Austrian Expo Pavilion 2010
was conceived as one large resonating body, working as a

AN-house - ground reaction 

AN-house - sections and floor plans 

Modes | analytic

AN-house - booklet | interrogating the problem

through graphic representation and reflection

Interrogating the way in which I use a second mode of
assessment - the analytic – in order to view the project
through the eyes of an observer, aiming to determine pur-
pose and meaning that are valid beyond my own per-
sonal interests.

“Design is about ideas that are so simple that one should be
able to explain them to someone else over the phone.” 1

P arallel to the subjective complex of the relationship
between character and the ground, and the emer-
gence of space, runs the booklet reflection. It puts

me in a position in which I aim to see the project from an
outside perspective, through the eyes of an observer. During
my studies in visual communication design I started to con-
sciously differentiate between my own perspective and that
of an external audience. I continue this practice, when I test
and validate the conceptual feasibility of a project, through
the production of a presentation booklet that runs parallel
to the design from the start. Producing a graphic representa-
tion, even though a conclusive solution has not yet been
found, helps me to sieve through the material and select the
pieces from which a coherent proposal can be formed. I do
so by applying different frames of reference, which explore
where the project’s contribution might lie. Conceptual feasi-
bility is achieved when the project’s argument can be con-
densed in an abstract form and successfully communicated.
Insights from this process continuously feed back into the
design process, where I try to coalesce personal and external
agendas. The booklet production facilitates the iterative
break between doing and assessing, between making choices
and weeding out excess, in order to arrive at an idea that
can be shared with others. Ideally I am then able to coalesce
personal and external agendas within a single project.

A current example is the booklet for the AN-house 2. It
accompanied the project from the beginning onwards and
was also used to discuss the design with the client. Each
booklet starts with defining the format and setting up a
graphical design grid, depending on whether it will be used
for print, or as a digital presentation as well. The durable
record you are holding in your hands, for instance, was con-
ceived as both booklet and screen presentation, and I have
used it in this format since my first PRS presentation. In the
case of the AN-house it was just for print purposes. It
started with visualising the design’s legal context, followed
by an array of massing models that explore what is legally
possible and which different approaches could be taken. It
is important to me that I enjoy working on the booklet. It is
not just a dry record of facts and actions, it also includes
references to my own background, in this case my travels in
Chile, or topics relating to the client. The client here is a
food stylist, who had introduced me to Meatpaper,3 a print
magazine of art and ideas about meat. I picked this up in
the way I illustrated the client’s brief scenarios, in the form
of a meat chart, which explains where the different cuts
come from. In the end the booklet builds up a visual narra-
tive that follows and illustrates the design ideas. Through it
I keep track of the various lines of thought, critically reflect
on my ideas, communicate them with the client, as well as,
in an amended version, with the local Council.

In the seminal exhibition Architecture 4 at Galerie St.
Stephan, Hans Hollein argues that architecture is not the
materialisation of its function, but the transformation of an
idea through the act of building. 

“Architecture is without purpose. What we build will
find its usefulness. Form does not follow function. Form
does not originate by itself. It is the great decision of man to
make a building into a cube, a pyramid or a sphere. 

...we are building what we want, making an architecture
that is not determined by technique, but that uses tech-
nique – pure, absolute architecture.” 5 Hollein’s critique on
the simplified reading of modernity during the 1960’s is an
articulate acknowledgement and endorsement of the poetic 
and spiritual qualities within architecture. 

It is an easy way out if architects base their design on quan-
tifiable equations of functional performance. For him a
building becomes architecture when it expresses the human
need to create objects that transcend their applicability. 

His commentary is still valid today, as it is much easier
to gain acceptance for a design, if it can deliver a genealogy
that exists within the realm of reason, than it is to argue for
the unquantifiable qualities of space. Sensing the qualities
of space happens in an intimate dialogue between the indi-
vidual and the physical object. It is determined by our pres-
ent awareness as much as our past experiences. Thus
assessing space is a subjective matter, and ‘recorded’ through
our bodily reactions. These ‘feelings’ are then translated to
more objective yet still unquantifiable terms like pleasant,
animated, elevating, gloomy, stale, harsh, etc., in order to
communicate our experiences. However, neither words nor
drawings can properly project spatial experiences in ad-
vance. They can evoke connotations in the learned, but the
spatial experience itself can not be predictably proven.
Within a discourse, whose predominant evaluation parame-
ters revolve around logic and reason, or expectations of
quantifiable performance, diagram architecture has become
very successful. It reduces a complex relationship to a few
aspects that are either quantifiable or function through vi-
sual resemblance. The result (building) is measured only
against its simplified projection (diagram), and thus appears
coherent. However, this happens on the expense of a multi-
layered interpretational reading of the project. Minor sub-

plots, enriching the experience, are edited out. 

Aspects of my booklet production could put my practice
in relation to a diagram practice. The difference is that I do
not rely on the strength of reason, but define a project also
through my subjective private agenda, which is concerned
with the experience of space, caused by the sculpted form
and ongoing dialogue between the lifted object and the acti-
vated ground. Without them there would be no project.
Parallel to the physical design process, reflecting my per-
sonal agenda, I construct a narrative which serves the ob-
server’s agenda, and facilitates the understanding of the
project from this perspective. Both points of view are closely
linked, but do not necessarily reflect each other. The book-
let production helps me to switch between perspectives, and
thus understand the project, and then to lay out a trail in
which I want the project to be read and understood. The
booklet acts like the storyboard of a movie, laying out the
events, using transitions, cross-fades, inserts and cuts, filmic
tools that relate back to my first degree.  

During my 5th PRS Paul Minifie commented on the
booklet reflection: 

“But it seems that this is sort of part of an internal
process as well, that is not dissimilar to the way you discuss
your internal process, where you say you do stuff, but then
there is a moment at which it becomes a thing.  You know,
at which point you identify that the project has some partic-
ular satisfying set of characteristics. But more than that,
they seem to acquire names, right?  And the names give an
account of the qualities that those projects attain for you at
a particular moment, when you go, right. So that is how it
is going to take its form, the air conditioning duct or piece
of ground, or you know, the hovering thing.  That to me is
a really interesting moment, in what you do. It’s almost like

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | Girardigasse - opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tres of fitness studios and offices above a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite
functioning as an infill, the building presents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette  | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy

Case study | Thalia Graz

might initially suppress because they are considered to be
errors. Without errors, there would be no evolution – they
are intrinsic to the development of life. Likewise in design.
By supressing the ‘incorrect’ and not giving the unknown
sufficient time or opportunity to develop its potential, we
lose a vital passage to innovation. 

Staging and mediating a confrontation has become my
method of creating errors. It assumes and accepts the alive-
ness and subjectivity of all agents involved – the architec-

lies in its ability to promote a state of deliberate unas-
sured-ness that allows the designer to circumvent the often
internalised and at times mandatory restrictions set up by
professionalisation. Being ‘between’ helps in making con-
nections across the borders of disciplines and connect seem-
ingly unrelated material in order to spur new ideas. 

Here lies the basis of interdisciplinarity, the rejection of
approved ‘best practice’ in favour of asking ‘what if ’. By
temporarily relinquishing control – in particular at the be-
ginning of the design processes – the rigid structure of con-
ventional wisdom can be dissolved, allowing for new
connections to be seen and formed. Working with and
through indeterminate material gives creative agency back
to the designer, who can see anew and discover a situation’s
individual affordance. By masking cultural references or the
functionalist reading of modernity, the responsibility for
form and space are back in the architect’s hands. Neither is
given by a higher order but can be worked out individually.
In the process, designers are asked to define their position
within different and at times conflicting interests, including
the emotional, poetic and spiritual qualities embedded in
architecture.

Being reasonable only gets us to where we already are.
Architecture is a cultural achievement and, as such, a prod-
uct of society. The acceptance of architectural form is based
on being a recognisable part of an existing culture, trigger-
ing a sense of belonging and validity through reference.
Hence, one could define culture as being conservative per
se, as everything that is deemed culturally significant relies
on matching an established canon of values, be it in regard
to form or social behaviours. With this judgement comes a
level of moralisation, where certain aesthetics are deemed
ethically more – or less – valuable than others. Operating
inside a sphere of established values is reassuring. However,
to advance the discipline, we need to step outside of existing
certainties and create ‘a difference which makes a differ-
ence’.  Embracing the unreasonable is a tool to facilitate this
step. It allows for other voices, other spaces – ones that we

site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and
finding ways to incorporate constraints, on the background
of an overarching personal agenda, reflects the specifity of
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpreted as a first at-
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

make the new structure stand out as much as possible, since
a less distinct building would have merely contributed to
the already existing visual noise. The new arrival acted like a
magnetic pole that reorientated the bearings of all the mat-
ter in range. The addition became both a solitaire and a
binder of aggregate by occupying all the gaps between the
disparate buildings while also developing an individual pres-
ence that radiated into the context, giving the entire ensem-
ble a new identity. The new character is the result of a
careful negotiation between the extracted object and the ex-
isting built fabric. A dialogue that sometimes turned into
conflict established the terms of cohabitation and the emer-
gence of different expressions of space: internal space impli-
cated by the object shape, space between the object and
ground, and space radiated by the architectural character.
Although the new building is clearly ‘not from here’, one
can read that it has adapted itself to the local conditions as
much as the existing ground – the four buildings – have
adapted themselves in order to accommodate the new ar-
rival. This follows a process of give and take, out of which
the whole arises as a strengthened unit. This only works if
the character is strong enough to initiate and steer the de-
velopment, as the ground itself has a tendency to cultivate
its inertia and remain inactive as long as it is not challenged.

<H1>Silent activation—Due to the fact that the ground
is made up of existing buildings with a continuous pro-
gramming (theatre, café, workshop, retail outlets and of-
fices), its activation had to remain relatively ‘silent’ in order
to minimise disturbance. This meant that the ground was
predominantly acknowledged by being listened to, and
physical movement had to remain subtle. The ground still
reacted, just not to the extent we would have seen with a
project on natural soil. Parts of the existing offices on the
south-eastern side still caved in to create room for vertical
access, while walls within were thickened to bear the load of
the addition. Some walls on the north-eastern side extended
towards the character, supporting its cantilevering volumes.
Finding ways to incorporate constraints while still catering
for personal agendas reflects the specificity of the architec-

Thalia Graz balances all aspects of my previously dis-
cussed design process. It follows the central chain of
events (field – figure – character / site – ground – activa-
tion) and uses both methods of assessment (emotive cog-
nition & intellectual synthesis) for form finding and
conceptualisation. Its morphological features (compact
yet animated) identify it as representative of my formal
language. Technical topologies like structure, roof,
façade, etc. are integrated into an all-encompassing
skin, supporting the motif of one bodily character.  The
activation of the ground is both ‘silent’ and ‘proactive’. It
is expressed in the way that the ground retreats and ad-
vances in reaction to the new arrival, while at the same
time affecting its transition from field to object to charac-
ter.  Focusing on the object (via the empathy developed
for the ground) responds to my belief that the care and at-
tention I put into the design will radiate back as an en-
ergy that fuels the emergence of space in form of an
emitted ambience or atmosphere. This energy fuels the
most important occurrence of space in this project: the
character’s presence, emanating into the context and
giving it identity. 

1 the topic of vessels is present in other proj-

ects as well: Uralla Court, Suzuki house, EAF

Thalia Graz - floor plan level 6 

Thalia Graz - west & east elevations

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For
me, unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for
interpretation that is missed if the operational realm is con-
fined by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also
mean to position oneself ‘between’ established areas of ex-
pertise or familiarity such as the place I occupy when har-
nessing the two streams of education I undertook, or when
working between different continents and their respective
architectural and academic cultures. Unreasonableness can
be found in the way that I allow intuitive synthesis and
emotive cognition to guide the direction of my projects,
how I misuse or co-opt features from fields unrelated to ar-
chitecture, confront a site with unrelated spatial informa-
tion or empathise with objects and the site. Being
in-between puts the designer in the position of a ‘libero’,  a
free agent, who reaches their goals by fluidly assuming dif-
ferent roles and positions. A prerequisite for this multiva-
lence is the acceptance of momentary unreasonableness and
illogic – or, in other words, the suspension of disbelief and
the engagement in serious play.

The benefit of the unreasonable for creative practices.

Thalia Graz | view towards State Opera House - photo: Herta Hurnaus

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

Masking established connotations and value systems enables
a designer to ‘see anew’ and become aware of the potentials
presented by misappropriated objects, and stage semantic
transfers, in this case from the context of infrastructure to
human habitation. Besides addressing the client’s needs, the
project also offers a social surplus by engaging the public
and the profession in a dialogue about the ways that design
policies shape our cities. By identifying the existing rooftop
infrastructures as a local typology, the project ironically dis-
cusses the council’s guidelines for design approvals, effec-
tively questioning its desire to use the argument of
contextualisation as a means to enforcing the emulation of
local appearances. Discovering such solutions and putting
them to use gives me joy. Creating an object that (1) solves
a problem while (2) having an aesthetic value that con-
tributes positively to the atmosphere of the place and (3) in-
stigates a discourse makes me happy. 

The key principles in the development of the EAF addition
are: (1) identifying air-conditioning units as a prevalent
rooftop typology in the Adelaide CBD, (2) acknowledging
the building code that asks for new developments to mimic
‘local character’ and (3) overlaying both to justify the trans-
formation of a technical infrastructure into a habitat for vis-
iting artists. In this case, volumes originally used for
condensation and evaporation in an air-conditioning unit
now facilitate studio, bedroom and storage spaces. And
while the physical environment stays the same, the context
of reception and evaluation changes from the technical per-
formance of a piece of infrastructure to legalistic guidelines
governing the aesthetics of human habitation. To manage
this displacement, moving from one value system to an-
other, the architectural object draws on a tactical deceit, al-
lowing it to be read as either infrastructure or dwelling,
depending on the viewer’s perspective. In the process of
gaining planning approval, the object disguises itself as a

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. Since this was my first
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects
(heavy mass, compact figures, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
field of information, which I then intended to read and in-
terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and
thus depicted the first instance of the unreasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial
field, and used it as an oblique and heterogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob

differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block,
in search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and directional flows. 

In another attempt I worked with a found object, a flat
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

As a result the bridge became an extension of the exist-
ing landscape, while still differentiating between object and
ground. It unifies all traffic, north-south from the festival
plaza to the Oval, and east-west along the river, on one con-
tinuous plane that gently rolls up and down and ties all ad-
joining surfaces together. Instead of being a pure transit
route, it becomes a topography and place in itself, which
can be programmed in different ways. The various open air
functions that are currently held at Elder Park are able to
extend onto the bridge, where they could be supported by
build in infrastructure. A width of 60m and a length of
120m, allows for many different kinds of program, while
still being wide enough for transit. Wheel chair access has
been considered in the modulation of the topography, so
that smooth transitions and inclinations below the thresh-
old of 1 in 20 could be achieved for dedicated corridors.
The frayed design offers multiple choices of movement, as
well as creating different spatial situations for rest or play,
either along the steps and terraces of the riversides, or the
holes and slits in the object. Different forms of interaction
with the water are provided by the defined spaces between
the object and the ground. Further, the voids and slits
within the object will create a spectacle of dappled light un-
derneath the bridge, which will be experienced by those
who cruise the Torrens in paddleboats. 

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

F or the exhibition To the Islands - The Architecture of
Isolated Solutions the curators Jennifer Harvey and
Sean Pickergill asked architects and artists to collabo-

rate and interrogate the architectural qualities within the
concept of islands. We were asked to respond to a chapter
from True Stories, a fictitious piece of travel literature by Lu-
cian of Samosata .1 The text borders on the absurd and reads
as a parody of Homer’s Odyssey. In this project the ‘unrea-
sonable’ was introduced in form of the text we were asked
to respond to, as well as the suggested collaboration with
the artist Margit Brünner. Hélène Frichot writes:

“Margit’s work is ostensibly located between the spatial
arts and performance art, but she is an architect. Her explo-
rations endeavour to discover the best means of producing
joyful affects, with an emphasis on the milieu, or relation-
ship between the environment-world and ever-transforming
subject (or processes of subjectification): this is what she
names atmosphere. Hers is a practice of immanence, ever
located, situated, inspired by embodied learning.”2

We agreed to select two different thematic strands
within Samosta’s text. While I looked at The Isle within the
Whale – Oceanic Monstrosities, Margit focused on The Isle of
the Blessed – Production without Effort. We then set up a
mode of operating in which we would iteratively interpret
each other’s moves. One person would start with an arte-
fact, a model or drawing, then pass it on to the other, who
would develop it further and then return it for the next step
of transformation. 

Margit started by engaging into a conversation with a
site in Port Adelaide, tracing its atmospheric moves by

Dissecting the whale is the most recent step in an ongo-
ing series of installations. Their aim is to explore and
test the topics of my research in a medium that is free
from program or functional constraints, revealing aspira-
tions and contradictions that are present in my work. 

Case study | Dissecting the whale

dock 2 - to the islands | Margit Brünner’s site reading, a sketch model supplied for interpretation

‘drawing’ paper models with a Stanley Knife, and passing
them on. After transcribing them from physical to digital,
in order to familiarise myself with their spatial qualities, I
produced a series of renders, hypothetical spatial scenarios
that anticipated different scales and points of reference. This
formed the point of departure for reading and interpreting
the three dimensional information in regards to traces of the
whale, which I assumed was hiding within. 

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-
faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

tice. They steer a project’s morphological evolution from an
arbitrary input to an intrinsic figure that eventually ad-
vances towards an architectural character. This process is
propelled by two modes of interrogation. One is based on
emotive cognition, giving voice to the site, the architectural
object and the author. The other engages in an analytic syn-
thesis of the observed genesis, aiming to conceptualise a
project by applying a frame of reference that can be shared
with others. The project continuously oscillates between ir-
rational/intuitive advancements and rational/objective steps
of justification, to ‘make sense’ from these two different
epistemological realms. 

In the first instance, the unreasonable acts as a catalyst,
introduced, for example, as a three-dimensional field of in-
formation, a found object, exaptation, or through the col-
laboration with another person to kick-start the design. Its
purpose is to disassociate oneself from superficial predispo-
sitions while at the same time strengthening the position of
the author, who, in the process of working through the for-
eign material, has to make a stand for his own position. My
selection criteria here revolve around the potency of form to
induce space and create emotional responses. Being driven
by emotive cognition represents the second instance of ‘un-
reasonableness’ in my design process. Here, I try to develop
empathy for the objects that I handle, iteratively immersing
myself into each of the project’s protagonists, and eventually
reaching a state of self-forgetfulness where work becomes se-
rious play. Sensing a lead for a possible solution affects me
as a bodily feeling – a registration of joy that serves as a lit-
mus test for the project’s direction and eventual success. 

A parallel analytic mode of assessment is concerned with
testing the conceptual feasibility of a project by viewing it
through the eyes of an external observer, aiming to deter-
mine purpose and meaning that are valid beyond my own
personal agendas and projections. This step is pursued
through the production of graphic representations, a story-
book that validates a poetic proposal by arguing it through a
different lens. In doing so, I transfer parameters from
graphic design, film and photography into the architectural
context and establish form as a signifier of meaning. I con-
sciously differentiate between my own interest in the project
and those of other audiences, setting up a narrative along
which I seek a project to be read. Alternating between two
modes of assessment assists in understanding the entire on-
tological bandwidth of design, and coalesces personal and
external agendas within a single project. 

Mapping and categorising my past work has revealed a
recurring choreography that employs three main agents: ob-
ject, ground and space. A figure materialises from an ab-
stract field and gradually matures to become an
architectural character that emanates space. In this process,
the initial excess of information is being distilled until no
further simplification is possible, however, without compro-
mising the spatial experiences or the sculptural quality of
the work. My aim is to endow the object with a sense of
personality, enabling an active relationship between the
building and the user. I believe this makes truly sustainable
architecture – unique buildings that are loved. 

How to integrate the location into a design is a core
question of my practice. There are many ways to ‘respect’

Interrogating my practice has unveiled the tactics that I
deploy in order to facilitate the poetics of architecture
within an environment that is dominated by expectations of
quantifiable performance or theory-based validation. A se-
ries of choreographed events sits at the centre of my prac-

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented
his / her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result
the skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we consid-
ered this intervention as part of the transitional processes,
however, after security guards threatened to have the object
removed, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous art-piece that is not attached to a specific artist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or improvisation might be defined as presence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the primacy of architecture-as-form over architecture-as-
context and is based on the acknowledgement of emotional
intelligence and irrational beginnings. 

In the past, I never decided in which way it is best to
talk about my work: through its phenotype (the expressed
features of form), its genotype (the strategic choreography
that determines its genesis) or its modes of assessment
(emotive cognition and intellectual analysis). There ap-
peared to be little acceptance for ‘feeling’ my way forward,
assuming the liveliness of all agents involved and immersing
myself into the seemingly inanimate – the architecture itself

and the ground upon which it sits. Initially, the analytic
mode as assessment was a means of concealing the personal
motives that take place in my work. Now, operating be-
tween emotive cognition on the one side and intellectual
synthesis on the other serves to acknowledge the full band-
width of architectural ontology, from experiential and sub-
jective values to the limits of materials, techniques and
meaning. 

This undecidedness led me to understand a key condi-
tion of my practice: to be in-between. Being in-between is a
position that can be considered unreasonable if viewed from

the vantage point of a defined body of knowledge. For me,
unreasonableness implies openness and a leverage for inter-
pretation that is missed if the operational realm is confined
by logic and reason. Being unreasonable could also mean to
position oneself ‘between’ established areas of expertise or
familiarity such as the place I occupy when harnessing the
two streams of education I undertook, or when working be-
tween different continents and their respective architectural

the whale - to the islands - SASA Gallery Adelaide 2011 | third interpretation
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The blueprint of my design process is a threefold chore-
ography. Its spine is made up of a sequence of events
that are flanked by two different modes of interrogation,
one is intuitive, the other analytic. This chapter examines
how I utilise the unreasonable.

L ooking at my work within the frame of this PhD has
revealed the underlying skeleton of my design process.
The central sequence of the diagram on the left de-

fines ‘what’ happens, while the parallel strategies determine
‘how’ things develop. Most projects starts with the intro-
duction of the unreasonable, either in the form of a field of
information (from which I then extract a concise figure), or
as a found object introduced from a different context. Here-
after the figure engages in a dialogue with the site, a move
that differentiates the figure from the ground, turning it
into a character, while also activating the ground as an en-
tity in its own right. Character and ground then negotiate
the essential quality of the project, which is space. Depend-
ing on each individual project, the two accompanying
modes of operation have a unique impact. The intuitive
synthesis tackles the project from the morphological side. It
evaluates character, ground and space by developing an em-
pathy for each of them. The analytic viewpoint deals with
the project’s perception, the way in which it is assumed to
be read by the audience 1 and myself. This constitutes the
semantic level of the project, relating back to my studies in
visual communication design. Here I engage with an ob-
server’s perspective in order to develop a coherent concep-
tual proposal, and validate the project beyond my subjective
decisions. The format of this analytical stream is a presenta-
tion booklet that accompanies the project from the very be-
ginning. It tests the conceptual feasibility of a project and
acknowledges the public’s desire for reason. form - space form - meaning

A
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ground
character

field

figure
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process diagram | The design develops around

a central sequence of choreographed events

that is subject to two modes of assessment. 

Modes | unreasonable

K. Verbeek investigates the benefits of randomness in
the design act2. A project has to have an idea, it needs to
make sense, but it only needs to make sense at the end of
the process. Aiming for reason and determinacy in each
step, particularly at the beginning of a design process, 

can be counterproductive, as it keeps the designer
within the corridors of existing solutions and expectations.
Thus diminishing the possibility to establish novel combi-
nations. Introducing the unreasonable is a technique that
supports drawing connections between seemingly unrelated
fields and materials. The unreasonable forms the fertile soil
from which a conceptual idea can stem in the attempt of
reading and analysing its potential. Careful observation and
the direct handling of material sits at the core of my prac-
tice. They are the prerequisite for hunches to arise, to settle
and form an idea. The unreasonable is introduced in differ-
ent ways in each project, but in any case it is materialised in
a graspable / hand-able form. Sometimes it materialises as a
field of forms; Thalia Graz: voids from the surrounding de-
velopments, River Torrens footbridge: overlay of sketch mod-
els from previous projects, a found object; EAF extension:
air-conditioning units, Uralla Court: sponge and jacked up
boat hull, or via a collaborative process with another author. 

For the exhibition To the Islands the unreasonable was
introduced through the artist Margit Brünner, whose paper
models stood at the beginning of the design process. The
collaboration was laid out in such a way that we would pass
artefacts between us, but would not work on them together.
I received her models and then interpreted them, in order to
produce the next generation of objects. The unreasonable
was nevertheless site related, as Margit had produced them
in response to her performative interactions with a particu-
lar site in Port Adelaide. Anything from the site can con-
tribute to the project in a meaningful way, even when at the

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts

Projects | AN-house

AN-house - south east

The object-orientated ontology of my work is put in rela-
tion to the modes of operation (emotive cognition and in-
tellectual synthesis), the aims I pursue and the
architectural background I come from. Addressing the
morphological evolution of past work and the tendencies
that have become obvious in present work, foreshadow-
ing coming developments.

I t appears as if I’m chasing a very particular whale, as
similar forms occur in different projects, yet I believe
not to have a preconceived idea of the ideal form or

shape at the beginning of a project. It is only on reflection
that shapes can be associated with a particular family of ob-
jects, relating to the way I work or the architectural habitat
I come from. All of my objects have mass and weight, are
clear-cut and often appear hermetically closed. Their fea-
tures are cut from straight or single curved lines that join at
obtuse angles, resulting in compact and heavy figures that
nevertheless express a sense of mobility. Their surfaces are
flat and not articulated or ornamented, except for openings
that are created by peeling or cutting away on an all-encom-
passing skin. Construction is either integrated in the skin or
substituted by internal sub-volumes. There are no structural
grids. The continuous skin and the integrated structure are
probably the most obvious features that support the motif
of an architectural body or creature. 

I use the term creature to express the liveliness of my ar-
chitectural objects. I’m unsure if creature is in fact the right
term, because of its possible zoomorphic connotation. Re-
ferring to the object as a creature does not aim at giving it
validity through a morphological relationship with either
flora or fauna. Its genetic code lies within me, the author’s
personal history and experience, and the field of informa-
tion from which it is extracted. During the course of the

Agents | characters

project the creature itself gathers experiences and thus grad-
ually turns into a character that establishes its place within
the project. Different names – field, figure, creature, charac-
ter – hint at different stages of the design process. In the
end the characters radiate confidence and calmness, as if
being at ease with themselves. Yet there is also a tension
within them, which suggest the potential of movement, of
leaving or taking off, a notion that is amplified by the dis-
tance that they keep to the ground. 

I’m seeking to create a sense of personality within the
characters that populate my work, which has become a pur-
pose in its own right. It links back to how I was brought up
in architecture. Coop Himmelb(l)au established the author
as being at the centre of the design. Through their intuitive
scribbles, an emotion was captured that was then translated
and attempted to be carried through into the built work.
The author is as much present in the work as the client and
the brief, which eventually leads to an authentic, independ-
ent, building. Yet it is not the icon of the object that is at
the centre of my interest, it is the spatial experience. I fabri-
cate the character as an agent that prompts a reaction from
the site, kick starting a dialogue from which the space, be-
tween object and ground, unfurls. This can be identified in
many projects, yet, depending on the circumstances, it is
not equally obvious. At Uralla Court an array of different
spatial situations unfold between the ground and the char-
acter, becoming spatial sequences along different trajecto-
ries; a quality that Wolf D. Prix said to be a particular
attribute of Austrian architecture. For this reason the project
was selected to be part of the Austrian contribution to the
10. Architecture Biennale Venice, 2006.

Designing a sense of personality is interesting because it
supports the idea of an active relationship between the
building and the user. I think of it as a contribution to

The Whale - installation, Port Adelaide, South Australia 2012

sustainability, as, in my terms, sustainability is about
creating environments that we generally want to keep; that
we care about. In much built environment discourse sus-
tainability has been reduced to its functional aspects. One
of the challenges I face is the question of how to talk about
non-quantifiable qualities, as it is so much easier to argue
for things you can apply a number to. 

A building that just feels right, might be sustainable be-
cause it is loved - in the way it feels, smells, looks, behaves -
and therefore will be taken care of and given an extended
lifespan. How to communicate and prove these experiential
qualities in advance, when they only reveal themselves in
the final built work? My personal way of assessing the qual-
ity of a project beforehand, is through the sculptural and
haptic qualities of the characters and situations I design and
handle, during all stages of the design process. They must
feel right. I believe that a carefully treated model, that in it-
self has a presence and an aura, is my best tool in maintain-
ing the quality of the project, right through to the built
work. 

Parallel to the sculptural qualities of a project, I am
committed to all functional aspects - program, structure,
circulation, services, etc. - but I am not interested in signify-
ing those. What I am interested in are the poetic elements
that transcend the prosaic. I like a building to be an inhab-
itable sculpture, with the embedded surplus of program.
Mathias Boeckl explains that in Günther Domenig’s work
the “mechanic functionality of the design… is permanently
brought into accordance with the semantic level.”1 I try
doing the same, continuously revising both form and tech-
nical requirements until they coalesce. But, different to
Domenig, I do not want the care for those technical aspects
to be readable. I avoid exposing mechanic and structural

components by including them into the space defining ele-
ments, like internal walls or the skin of the building. The
attention to those aspects is only expressed in the long and
tedious process of tweaking the form until all the functional
aspects have been successfully accommodated. This process
of refinement is part of turning the initial figure into a com-
plex creature or character. The careful thought about struc-
ture, and its integration into the space defining elements, is
evident in the structural models and diagrams I produce, as
well as the detailed drawings that describe the integration of
services into the building’s skin.

Some of the formal similarities shared by my projects
may evolve from the fact that I start with solids, which I
work on in a subtractive manner. When I cut away material
from a block, be it either physical or digital, with a Stanley
knife or a single curve line, I tend to cut at shallow angles,
which results in stocky convex shapes. Whereas sharp and
pointy forms are predominantly the outcome of an additive
process. After the body of the solid is defined, it is shelled,
penetrated for openings, and inserted with sub-volumes. I
intend to realise a character’s formal appearance and spatial
sensation with the smallest possible effort, and “concentrate
forces in a minimum number of points.” 2 In the process of
developing form, the overload of information is being
boiled down, distilled and concentrated to its essence, until
no further simplification is possible without compromising
the spatial experience or sculptural quality of the work. At
Thalia Graz and Uralla Court I & II, the already satisfactory
form was elaborately fine tuned and geometrically simpli-
fied throughout the course of the whole design develop-
ment. I do this by continuously stepping back to a solid
mass model, and then going through the process of shelling
and fenestration, etc., again and again. In doing so I also
have the implementation process in mind, which I do not
want to overcomplicate with unnecessary complexity. 

Thalia Graz - Sam/Ott-Reinisch and Bette | view from Opernring - photo: Herta Hurnaus

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them from objects into a field
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and
stitch them together in one large object. This process was
guided by immediate gut feeling, as well as the overarching
image of a ship camouflaged by dazzle painting. After defin-
ing a range of different superstructures, three or four figures
were built as physical models and evaluated for their spatial
and sculptural qualities. 

An early abstract render of the site fused the four exist-
ing buildings into one homogenous mass that reminded me
of an ocean liner. This lead to two different lines of re-
search: one into vessels,1 boats, spaceships, planes and sub-
marines, while the other looked into methods of concealing,
including dazzle paintings, camouflage and trompe l’oeil.
The aim was to blend the building into the background as a
means to homogenise the heterogeneous context. The idea

Process—The genesis of the design followed the previ-
ously described steps. In default of an immediate idea, I
produced a sea of spatial information, assuming that the
creature (or whale) was already present yet invisibly sub-
merged within. I then observed the ripples in the water,
waiting for the moment to extract the whale. In this case,
the field of information was provided by an inverted im-
print – materialised voids – of the surrounding densely
built-up area, and then overlaid with the site as digital mod-
els. On screen, the multiple fragments of existing spaces
were viewed in wireframe, turning them from objects into a
field condition. I would then turn individual parts to solid
display and stitch them together into one large object. This
process was guided by an immediate gut feeling. After
defining a range of different superstructures, three to four
figures were built as physical models and evaluated for their
spatial and sculptural qualities. An early abstract render of
the site fused the four existing buildings into one homoge-
nous mass that reminded me of an ocean liner. This led to
two different lines of research: one into vessels (boats, space-
ships, planes and submarines ), and the other into methods
of concealing volumes, including dazzle paintings, camou-
flage and trompe l’oeil. The aim was to blend the building
into the background as a means to homogenising the dis-
parate context.

Creating identity—The idea of camouflage was
dropped, and instead we pursued the opposite approach to

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This process was not just aimed at finding a form but
also to define its complexity. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could
be unfolded onto a flat surface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboard and finally stitched together in the
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and
thus influenced the development of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation
and floated in space like a fish in an aquarium. After the ex-
hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

local conditions. Some believe in touching the ground
lightly, others in emulating local appearances. My approach
ignores the lure of nicely considered site relatedness. In-
stead, it relies on the seemingly brutal move of staging a
confrontation between an introduced alien object and the
ground. Buildings do not fly. By keeping the object in an
unstable position, hovering above the ground, I create a
problem that demands a resolution. My aim is to provoke a
reaction from the site that, through my reading and inter-
pretation, reveals and acknowledges the character of the lo-
cation. I do this by empathetically immersing myself into
both object and ground, acting as a seismograph to plot

their intents. The unfolding dialogue is played out in the
void between them. It marks the ‘activation’ of the ground
and the transition of the object into an architectural charac-
ter – one that has been raised by the location. 

The exchange is mediated by the designer, whose own
projections and interpretations become part of the negotia-
tion process. By developing an empathy with both protago-
nists, their individual characteristics are voiced and
translated into form. The formal negotiations refine the po-
sitions of all participating protagonists and translate directly
into their heightened presence, or the energy they emanate,

turning the void between them into space. It is from within
the void that different forms of space emerge as a conse-
quence of the staged antagonism between object and
ground. At this stage, the design process is halted. 

In the course of a project, I am handling three subjects:
the architectural character, the ground and the energy that
develops in the void between them. This energised void
produces space – the core offering of architectural produc-
tion. I have come to understand that ‘activating the ground’
is a means to making the site contribute to the production
of architectural character and space. The path propagates

island 3 -  to the islands | unreasonable topografies
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