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Abstract: 
The festival is a form of  celebration that is expressed in culture through a combina-
tion of  social gathering, a particular visual form and contrarian political engagement. 
This thesis proposes that there is a balance in stylistic elements, attitudes between 
genders and social protest which is evidenced in the cultural development and impact 
of  pavilion, festival and theme park architecture. 

The thesis addresses elements of  the festival through a series of  dichotomies, which, 
I argue appear within architectural discourse regularly. This discourse has seen a new 
turn in the past decade and is strongly related to the history of  the festival. 
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fig 1. The Gothic Monument. 1784. Destroyed. 
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INTRODUCTION:  
ARCHITECTURAL DECORUM

‘all thes Composed ornamentes the wch proceed out of  ye 
aboundance of  dessignes … in my oppignon do not well in solid 
Architecture and ye facciati of  houses, but in gardens, loggis, stuc-
co or ornamentes of  chimnie pieces … for as outwardly euery wyse 
ma[n] carrieth a grauiti in Publiscke Places, whear ther is noth-
ing els looked for, & yt inwardly hath his Immaginacy set free, 
and sometimes licentiously flying out, as nature hirself  doeth often 
tymes Strauagantly … So in architecture ye outward ornaments 
oft to be Sollid, proporsionable according to the rulles, masculine 
and unaffected.’  - Inigo Jones, Italian Sketchbook 1614

This Inigo Jones’ observation captures the curious relationship of  architects with rules 
and propriety. The way that architecture asserts its position on a spectrum of  responses 
is akin to oratory, in which Cicero assessed decorum or propriety to be an important factor 
(Middleton, 1992, 22). Architects’ unique position with respect to artistic expression and 
civic responsibility puts invisible restraints on their work, as it is not what is right with 
which skilful oratory is concerned, but rather what is appropriate. Architectural oratory 
is the creative force and at once the means of  control of  the presentation of  architecture. 

The festival has been looked at by writers in psychology, social theory and architecture 
as grounds for visual pleasure and subversion of  cultural norms. It is a collection of  
conditions in celebration, event, ornament and social protest and a key part in opposition 
to the everyday in architecture. The main enquiry of  this thesis will therefore be in the 
realms most architecture has little stake in – the temporary, the performative and the mar-
ginal. These are the spaces of  exaggeration and the preserve of  the ludic1 or that which 

1  The concept homo ludens is referred to in the writing of  Johan Huizinga. It means 
the playing man – Huizinga’s theory was that there is a crucial element of  play immanent in 
human culture.
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fig 2. Characters from Commedia dell’Arte. Etching by Jacques Callot. 1621 or 1622.
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play-tests the boundaries of  cultural norms. The festival provides a space for the dialogue 
of  decorum to expand and is set against the everyday where it is restrained.  Decorum in 
architecture will further be described in a series of  dialogical oppositions, between which 
progress in cultural and architectural development is gradually made.

A renewed appreciation for architecture that plays more with formal elements, colour 
and content has surfaced recently as a response to a perceived sterility in the dominant 
architectural style. This prompts for a look at historical examples of  expressive festive 
architecture and thecultural references this movement has roots in. The hypothesis is that 
the festival is not divorced from the everyday, but rather is involved in a dialogue with it, 
surfacing when propriety allows. The aim of  this thesis is to describe the role garden fol-
lies, festivals, theme parks and large-scale temporary expositions have played as a mode 
of  decorum in the dialectics of  architectural expression, and how elements of  the festival 
are important to the mainstream field of  architecture. 
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fig 3. Seven Deadly Sins. Drawing by Pieter Brueghel. 1557.
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EVERYDAY/FESTIVAL:  
THE ROOTS OF THE FESTIVAL

“But tell me, by Jupiter, what part of  man’s life is not sad, 
crabbed, unpleasant, insipid, troublesome, unless it be seasoned 
with Pleasure, that is to say, Folly?” (Erasmus, 1511, p. 20)

Johan Huizinga’s concept of  ‘play’ is important in understanding how we interact with 
the world (Huizinga, 1949, 1). To Huizinga, play is embedded in culture, rather than 
sometimes engaged in as an extraneous activity. The testing of  any boundaries in the 
realms of  language, war, politics, or in this case – architecture – is subject to the potential 
of  play. He also recognized that the boundaries of  playful and serious behaviour are fluid 
– anything is subject to subversion: “All the terms in this loosely connected group of  ideas-play 
laughter, folly, wit, jest, joke, the comic, etc.-share the characteristic which we had to attribute to play, 
namely, that of  resisting any attempt to reduce it to other terms.”  (Huizinga, 1949, p. 6) By exten-
sion, the playful in the personal realm becomes the festive in the public realm. 

Laughter and ridicule in the festive, playful and comic are society’s flawed but tried and 
tested methods of  self-critique - social protest and humour are historically linked in 
mocking the established order (Hart, 2007, 1). The laughing culture of  the middle ages, 
as described by Mikhail Bakhtin gave society a kind of  second life to be enjoyed in par-
allel with the serious dogmatic tone of  the church (1965, 6). Bakhtin’s observations of  
the medieval laughing culture in relation to Rabelais’ literature note the establishment of  
an exterior component to culture – one of  a non-serious detachment. Likewise, 16th and 
17th century Italy saw its cultural tropes played out and satirized in the creative work of  
Commedia dell’arte2. The characters were stereotypes of  people in Italian society and 
thereafter developed on their own – most notably the trickster harlequin.3 

2  Italian - “Comedy of  the profession” (trans. Bakhtin).
3  Other characters included Il Dottore, Il Capitano, gli Innamorati, Pantalone, Co-
lombina and Pierrot.
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fig 4. Stock characters in Commedia dell’Arte. 
fig 5. Feast of  Fools. Drawing by Pieter Brueghel.
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Both Huizinga and Bakhtin link feast and play; Huizinga asserts: “Both proclaim a stand-
still to ordinary life. In both mirth and joy dominate, though not necessarily-for the feast 
too can be serious; both are limited as to time and place; both combine strict rules with 
genuine freedom. In short, feast and play have their main characteristics in common.” It 
is this extraordinary space and time that laughing culture embraced. Subverting the rela-
tionship to rules and decorum frees up creative behaviour. Most importantly, however, 
the traditions of  cultural mockery have in the past born both by legitimization and cor-
ruption – there are examples of  traditions being appropriated by the church over time as 
well as subverted by the population, such as the ‘feast of  fools’ in France.4 The ‘corrupt-
ing’ traditions were often validated by the church as a means of  maintaining balance.5 But 
Bakhtin asserted that the disappearance of  the original carnival led to its metamorphosis 
into carnivalesque elements in the literary genre (Bakhtin, 1965, 75). Where the grotesque 
subversion of  societal rules was literal and physical as shown in Rabelais’ work, it is later 
alluded to indirectly. Transgressions become subtle or they have to conform to literature 
or art and while the festivals of  the middle ages were rife with the grotesque, its expressions 
have thereafter solidified into symbolic, indirect representations in architecture.

The divergent histories of  the everyday and the festival were observed by Henri Lefevbre 
in his Marxist text Critique of  Everyday Life as due to commodification and alienation in 
modernity (Lefevbre, 1991, 207). Festivals as an early peasant phenomenon “contrasted 
violently with everyday life, but they were not separate from it” (Lefevbre, 1991, 207), 

4  “Such were first of  all the “feasts of  fools” (festa stultorum, [atuorum, follorum) 
which were celebrated by school men and lower clerics on the feast of  St. Stephen, on New Year’s 
Day, on the feast of  the Holy Innocents, of  the Epiphany, and of  St. John. These celebrations 
were originally held in the churches and bore a fully legitimate character. Later they became only 
semilegal, and at the end of  the Middle Ages were completely banned from the churches but con-
tinued to exist in the streets and in taverns, where they were absorbed into carnival merriment and 
amusements. The feast of  fools showed a particular obstinacy and force of  survival in France (fete 
des fous). This feast was actually a parody and travesty of  the official cult, with masquerades and 
improper dances. These celebrations held by the lower clergy were especially boisterous on New 
Year’s Day and on Epiphany. Nearly all the rituals of  the feast of  fools are a grotesque degradation 
of  various church rituals and symbols and their transfer to the material bodily level: gluttony and 
drunken orgies on the altar table, indecent gestures, disrobing.” – Mikhail Bakhtin. Rabelais and 
His World. (1965. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.)  P.75.
5  “A peculiar apology for the feast appeared in a circular letter of  the Paris School of  
Theology in 1444. The defenders refer to the fact that the feast was established in the earliest age 
of  Christianity by our ancestors who knew best what they were doing. The apology further stress-
es that the feast has not a serious but a purely jesting character. Such a gay diversion is necessary 
“so that foolishness, which is our second nature and seems to be inherent in man might freely 
spend itself  at least once a year.”” – Bakhtin, 1965, p.75. 
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fig 6. Uprising of  the Beast. Bread and Puppet Theatre. 1990.
fig 7. Sea Odyssey in Liverpool. Bread and Puppet Theatre. 2012.
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while today carnival is a social activity that retains only a figurative spectre of  social pro-
test. Its legacy in the urban realm is captured by artistic performance that occasionally 
claims to challenge the social space. Surreal performances created within the scale and 
context of  the city by artistic collectives such as the Bread and Puppet (figs 6-8) the-
atre always gather curious onlookers, not because of  the action of  public display, but a 
strange aesthetic that alludes to festivals and carnivals of  the past. The radicality of  pup-
pet theatre at its best, according to Peter Schumann, is in its role as applied and socially 
embedded sculpture (Schumann, 1991, 11). 

Architects’ circles and schools close to the arts would also attempt to seize on the malle-
ability of  the social paradigm through a form of  carnival. Performances at the Bauhaus 
that stayed mostly in the margins of  society are now seen with an awed but reserved 
admiration by many, even outside the field of  architecture (New York Times, 1984). 
Walter Gropius’ ideas on theatre acknowledge the transformative potential of  the mask, 

fig 8. Bread and Puppet Theatre in a protest in New York. 1982.
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fig 9. Oscar Schlemmer’s Triadisches Ballet. 1924.
fig 10. Schlemmer’s drawings for ballet costumes.



21

and that translated to elaborate stage costumes that have painted the school as an institu-
tion that challenges the norms of  life (Schlemmer, 1961, 25). Student life at the Bauhaus 
involved mysticism, free-spirited, inappropriate nudity and wild, creative parties (Cimino, 
2003, 32). Ignoring some irony in the sterility and straight-edge masculinity of  the mod-
ernist buildings produced by the school, the Bauhaus aimed as a creative institution to 
reunite the festive with the everyday by broadening its influence on students beyond the 
academic and professional spheres (figs 9-10). Its resemblance to a design-led cult owes 
something to the radicality of  the political atmosphere of  the 1930s (Schlemmer, 1961, 
32). The Architectural Association is an example of  a contemporary school that enjoys 
a similar fame of  radicality in expression and social life (figs 11-14). Its community spirit 
is enlivened every so often with a curious display and a party thereafter, yet the breadth 
of  its impact is questionable.6 

Architecture schools’ attempts to build communities around design were a mark of  the 
optimism of  20th century modernism and consequently its designs of  the public realm. 
The optimism of  public engagement in utopian ideals of  life both in public and private 
space. Thus, considerations of  the festival are therefore closely bound with those of  ev-
eryday life. The existence of  celebration and play in human life pre-empts the existence 
of  a festival architecture. However, the volatile and subversive nature of  the festival and 
play modes of  life raises the question of  what the boundary between the two should look 
like. Is there a specific place where we should have fun? And is the basis of  our engage-
ment with ‘fun’ in such places genuine? 

6  Funeral for Commonland. This small happening took place during an intense and 
busy time for students and staff  at 23 Bedford Square on 23/03/2018. A small pavilion hosting a 
supposedly empty black coffin stood as the focal point of  a gathering of  about 100 people oppo-
site the school. Supported by a choir, some trumpetists and an assortment of  supporters dressed 
in varieties of  flamboyant black-and-gold dress, a priest read an affected, exalted eulogy to the 
abstract concept of  ‘commonland’ in central London.
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fig 11. Funeral for Commonland. The coffin in the AA school building.
fig 12. Funeral for Commonland. Procession around Bedford Square.
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fig 13. Funeral for Commonland. Pavilion showcasing the coffin.
fig 14. Funeral for Commonland. The undertaker in costume.
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fig 15. Orco’s mouth at Bomarzo. 1552.
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NORMAL/OTHER:  
GROTTOES AND PAVILIONS

Working towards a definition of  what ‘normal’ or ‘everyday’ is, requires an opposite 
for comparison. People’s social nature also requires them to acknowledge normality and 
otherness in others to position themselves in the world and find their social group. Being 
outside of  the ‘normal’, the festival has the potential for the surprising and the unknown. 
Because architecture is a significant undertaking, the most common place to find the 
Other is in small, private buildings. Pavilions or follies are the terms used to signify a 
broad range of  structures that have a close history with festival architecture and because 
of  their qualities of  openness and lightness are often situated in gardens and serve a 
public or semi-public function. 

The prototypical domestic space of  the grotto is a useful allegory for otherness. As a 
basic shelter and unusual natural formation, it houses both the intimately private and 
the dauntingly foreign. Orco’s mouth (fig 15) – the entrance to a grotto at Bomarzo 
embodies the cultural significance of  this object – the entrance to a foreign world; in the 
words of  Alexander Pope: “When you shut the doors of  the Grotto, it becomes on the instant, from 
a luminous Room, a Camera Obscura; on the Walls of  which the Objects of  the River, Hils, Woods, 
and Boars, are forming a moving Picture in their visible Radiations.”(Pope, 1725, 296) That thresh-
old crossed daily is in commonplace architecture without any consequence or emphasis. 
Victoria Nelson, in Secret Life of  the Puppets, remarked on the sea-change of  worldview 
that happens as you cross over, “In the grotto you are inside a magical simulacrum of  the universe, 
in Naomi Miller’s phrase a ‘heavenly cave,’ halfway to the classical underworld.” The simultaneous 
fascination and aversion to it had ‘something to do with the obsessive fear of  darkness, 
invisibility, opacity’ (Bauman, 1982, 39). 

Michel Foucault’s concept of  the heterotopia captures the metaphysical qualities of  our 
perception of  otherness in space. These are spaces that have the “curious property of  
being in relation with all the other sites, but in such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or 
invent the set of  relations that they happen to designate, mirror, or reflect.” (Foucault, 
1984, 3) The theatres of  the grotto, the garden and the festival are such spaces - drawing 
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fig 16. The Lake Pagoda. Built by Francois-Joseph Belanger. 1784.
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within itself  a condensed version of  the world. The botanic garden emulates the features 
of  the natural world in miniature – small rocks and streams, water features, and architec-
ture. The notion of  the park as a space of  significance is also evident in the etymology of  
the word paradise. From the Avestan pairidaeza, meaning an enclosure or park, the word 
paradeisos came to later mean a royal park or Garden of  Eden in Greek. This transfor-
mation in the span of  a millennium ran in parallel and was due to the development of  
magnificent, choreographed gardens. In contrast to the importance of  orienting yourself  
within the street or a building for the purpose of  travel, the garden was often a place to 
get lost in. Over time, gardens and their pavilions began to display rather than conceal, 
occupying a privileged position in relation to other architecture.

The private realm of  the privileged country-dweller of  the 19th century was a display 
ground for imaginative expression and daring, fanciful ideas. Estates in France, Italy 
and England abound with examples of  the otherworldly grotto, pagodas and other light 
structures. The playfulness of  Wideville Chateau Park is expressed in The Nymphaeum, 
the park’s architectural centrepiece, that stood at the end of  its central axis displaying a 
frontal façade fashioned with extraordinary ironwork and floral motifs, presumably to 
incorporate the building within its natural setting (Foucault, 1984, 23). Stepping over the 
grotto’s threshold would have brought the visitor into a metaphorical undersea world, 
marked by shellwork, impish masks and anthropomorphic keystones. The ‘hidden water 
jets with which Bullion once sprayed unsuspecting visitors’ were very much an element 
of  the theme. We see examples that personify their narrative potential for an intimate 
and carefully crafted world. These were not always meant for public interaction - before 
Alexandre Dumas reduced himself  to bankruptcy, the writer built his own work retreat 
in Le Port-Marly (fig 18), naming it after the well-established character Monte-Cristo: 
“In the solitude of  Monte-Cristo, I was in my own earthly paradise [..]” (Barlow, Knox 
& Holmes, 2008, 159).

The courtly showmanship was established through the grandeur of  renaissance archi-
tecture within a larger urban or landscape setting. Impressive buildings were always the 
backdrop to the court masques, fêtes and royal entries that worked as the ingredients 
“into the receit for greatnesse” (Bacon, 1614, 265) as the military display partly gave way. 
As pavilions and grottoes entered palatial gardens of  the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries, 
they were still tied associations of  power and patrician notions. The garden was used as a 
display of  the owners interests, and unlike the natural world, was often imbued with the 
human notion of  order and propriety, setting it as foreign to outside spaces. Gardens in 
France and Italy were the first to impress with their extravagance, and later examples can 
also be found in the more reserved England and Ireland (Barlow et al., 2008, 6).
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fig 17. Alexandre Dumas’ house.
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The formal gardens of  France, i.e. Versailles or Vaux-le-Vicomte stood out with 
scale and ambition, while the Chateau du Champ de Bataille in Neubourg seized 
on a mythical framework to establish its power, explaining the world to the audi-
ence through seven stages – Mineral Vegetable, Animal, Humanity, Conscience, 
Light and the intangible Spirit. Its attachment to culture appears only subordi-
nate, summarized by Jean de la Varende: “Here vastness reigns. The scenery only 
intervenes after power has been declared.” (Barlow et al., 2008, 244) The formal 
setting and choreographed narrative constitutes a spectacle of  referents to im-
press the landlord’s peers. Other gardens or details attempted to impress visitors 

fig 18. Hameau at Chantilly. 1774.
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fig 19. Sham Bridge. Hampstead Heath. 1755-1757.
fig 20. Jealous Wall. 1760.
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through a claim on history or geographical assets that the owners did not possess. The 
sham bridge near Kenwood House is a pictorial addition to Hampstead Heath that serves 
to enhance its picturesque environment. However, the hidden purpose of  the Jealous 
Wall in County Westmeath shows that appearances can be doubly deceiving.7 The folly is 
often the result of  a calculated tactic to fit the owner into a complex social environment, 
rather than serve solely for visual pleasure. Spectacle is rarely alone - at its most effective 
it is a storytelling device. 

Among the more eccentric patrons of  the architectural folly were the likes of  Baron 
Baudard de Saint-James, whose garden in Neuilly-sur-Seine took the picturesque to ex-
travagant extremes. Eclectic pavilions and a peacock swing entertained through a kind 
of  surrealism extrapolated from the narrative of  ornament (Dams & Zega, 1995, 126). 
The device at play here is the comical, which Freud asserts to be the clash between the 
adult ego and the child’s ego (Freud, 1928, 1-6). His comic theory describes it in terms of  

7  The sham wall in the grounds of  Belvedere House was built in 1743 by Robert 
Rochfort to block the view of  Arthur of  nearby Bellfield House, who was accused by Robert of  
fornicating with his wife. - Barlow, Knox, Holmes. Follies of Europe. (Garden Art Press, 2008) P.6.

fig 21. Court Masque. Inigo Jones. 1634.
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fig 22. Peacock Swing. Built by Francois-Joseph Belanger. 1784.
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difference in cathectic8 pleasure or sense in nonsense9 and is perhaps the quality that de-
scribes the peacock swing the best. By capturing the childish quality in the adult medium 
of  the building, we approach the essence of  the festive in architecture. 

Curator Andrea Phillips presents a critique of  the contemporary pavilion when discuss-
ing pavilions at the Serpentine gallery(Phillips, 2010, 6). In Phillips’ interpretation, the 
pavilions at the Serpentine gallery function merely to aestheticize. We see the pavilion’s 
history in representation and power through the examples built at Serpentine. It is a ritual 
display of  the design professionals and their designs that attempts to convey a serious 
message. However, because of  the public format and its nature as a discussion platform, 
these cannot convey the idiosyncrasy and romantic peculiarity of  their predecessors. 
While this is not a representation of  all pavilion design, it serves as an example of  what 
is acceptable in such a setting. 

8  Relating to the investment of  emotional energy. 
9  “One could then say: ‘I laugh at a difference in expenditure between another person 
and myself, every time I rediscover the child in him. ‘ Or, put more exactly, the complete compar-
ison which leads to the comic would run: that is how he does it -I do it in another way - he does it 
as I used to do it as a child. Thus the laughter would always apply to the comparison between the 
adult’s ego and the child’s ego.” – Freud. The joke and its relation to the unconscious. (London : 
Penguin, 1991) P.289.
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fig 23. The comic scene from Serlio’s Architettura, 1545.
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REAL/FAKE:  
EXPOSITIONS, THEME PARKS AND  
THE ILLUSION OF SPECTACLE

“Our revels now are ended. These our actors, 

As I foretold you, were all spirits and 

Are melted into air, into thin air: 

And, like the baseless fabric of  this vision, 

The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces, 

The solemn temples, the great globe itself, 

Ye all which it inherit, shall dissolve 

And, like this insubstantial pageant faded, 

Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff  

As dreams are made on, and our little life 

Is rounded with a sleep.” Shakespeare, Tempest.

Thus, the island-bound protagonists in Shakespeare’s Tempest are misled by the trickster 
Prospero, who through his superiority in eloquence ultimately demonstrates their folly. 
The play captures a mesmerising and ephemeral spectacle - Shakespeare shows the imag-
es of  ‘magic garments’10, ‘strange shapes’11 and ‘glistering apparel’12 are inevitably a trap. 
This common literary theme - the deception of  appearances arises due to the disconnect 
between apparent and true value. In architecture, it is the relationship between surface 
and space, a discourse expanded in the late 19th century, articulated by theorists such as 
Adolf  Loos, Gottfried Semper and Otto Wagner. Because of  this implied deception 
spectacle is now often understood with a negatively leaning connotation. Theme parks 
and follies are considered superficial because of  their reliance on spectacle or a kind of  
superficial pleasure. Yet it is arguable that appearance is key to the inception of  architec-

10  Shakespeare. Tempest. Act 1 Scene 2.
11  Ibid. Act 1 Scene 2.
12  Ibid. Act 4 Scene 1.



36

fig 24. Coney Island. Luna Park.
fig 25. Coney Island. Luna Park at night.
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ture and that spectacle cannot be reduced to its face value. 

Gottfried Semper observed the importance of  appearance in architecture in his Four 
Elements of  Architecture (Semper, 1989, 103). Semper’s simple assertion was that the 
carpet wall was key to early architecture and the development of  weaving was “the essence 
of  the wall” (Semper, 1989, 104). The construction of  the architecture to Semper was a 
compendium of  the experiences contained therein.13 His position arose from linking the-
atre, the festival and architecture and that distinctions of  permanent and temporary were 
simply arbitrary. In theatre, the character of  the image resides within the surface, within 
the performance, authenticity being achieved by operating with the set-design and dress. 
Early stage sets were often similar and simple – characters required a number of  elements 
such as doors and windows to act. Serlio’s comedic and tragic scenes differed in a slight 
but important way to deal with their respective subject matter. The comedic was equated 
with the mundane, common settings, while the tragic was the field of  the privileged (fig 
23) (Serlio, 1964, 25). Thus, the experience and emotive potential are expressed in subtle 
expressions of  the form, which have a history in the liveliest parts of  our built environ-
ment; as Semper observes: “the festival apparatus, the improvised scaffolding with all the special 
splendour and frills that indicate more precisely the occasion for the festivity and enhance the glorification 
of  the day – covered with decorations, draped with carpets, dressed with boughs and flowers, adorned with 
festoons and garlands, fluttering banners and trophies – this is the motive of  the permanent monument… 
Thus, the Egyptian temple arose from the motive of  the improvised pilgrims market.” (Semper, 1989, 
229-230) The capture of  the spontaneity and surface-quality of  the market has led to the 
‘special splendour and frills’ being part of  a legacy of  festive architecture we equate with 
leisure. Drawings from early festivals and carnivals by Breugel capture that spirit in realis-
tic and fantastical manners. (fig 3). This style permeates exposition and festival buildings 
from the 18th century onwards. 

With the growth of  a ‘leisure class’14, exploration of  whimsical built worlds and what-
ifs spread to a broader audience. The nightly electric spectacle of  theme parks such as 
Coney Island expresses the festive in the modern New York that Rem Koolhaas dubbed 
phenomenon the Irresistible Synthetic (Koolhaas, 1994, 43). The turn of  the century in 

13  “To complete an image of  an oriental residence one has to imagine the costly fur-
nishings of  gold-plated couches and chairs, divans, candelabras, all kinds of  vases, carpets, and 
the fragrance of  incense.” Semper, G. “Structural Elements of  Assyrian-Chaldean Architecture,” 
Gottfried Semper. trans. Wolfgang Herrmann. Gottfried Semper: In Search of Architecture. 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1984) p. 85.
14  Thorsten Veblein wrote of  the leisure class in 1899 critiquing conspicuous consump-
tion as a function of  social class and consumerism. Thorsten Veblein. The Theory of the Leisure 
Class: An Economic Study of Institutions. (New York: B. W. Huebsch, 1899) P.18. 
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fig 26. Coney Island. Luna Park.
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fig 27. Coney Island. Luna Park.
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fig 28. The fake fire at Dreamland.
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western Europe and the United States saw architecture that tended to a broader audience 
in many parts of  life, and the city accommodated for it. New York’s rapidly expanding 
metropolitan area bore space for the opportunity for an outsourced factory of  pleasure, 
so entrepreneurs on Coney Island beach established a train line that attracted millions of  
visitors. The vast empty space was utilised by a succession of  developers building spec-
tacular theme parks. Like the whimsical architecture of  the garden pavilion, the buildings 
of  Coney Island’s Luna park (fig 24-27) or Dreamland attempted to viscerally astonish 
a public that would not be used to visual pleasures of  such a magnitude. Here, however, 
the quaint thrills of  sitting in peacock swings are replaced - audiences of  the time would 
devour experiences of  near death situations. Dreamland park hosted multiple attrac-
tions packaging natural disasters in an easily digestible way. The Fall of  Pompeii, the San 
Francisco Earthquake, the eruption of  Mount Pelee in Martinique, and Johnstown and 
Galveston Floods were all very popular (Veblein, 1899, 51). One of  the attractions was 
a fake fire that would be put out every half-hour (fig 28). What it intended to show, like 
the act of  power of  the triumphal arch, was the act of  defiance of  modern society – its 
ability to avoid ruination and revel in it. 

fig 29. Details of  festive construction details.
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fig 30. Festival of  Britain, South Bank site. Dome of  Discovery on the 
right, Skylon on the left. 1951.

fig 31. Festival of  Britain, Battersea Pleasure Gardens. 1951.
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The festival environment achieves visual effect by quantity and audacious eclecticism 
following the tradition of  pleasure grounds of  18th and 19th century expositions and fairs. 
The various vertical structures in Luna park designed by architecture school dropout 
Frederic Thompson employ an eclectic use of  stylistic elements to create an ornate sil-
houette that works both during the day and night. The liberal use of  arch types – round, 
pointed moorish, gothic designates an atmosphere to each building. Bunting was an ob-
vious choice for festival buildings, operating with layering, movement and the triangular 
shape to mark space of  fun. All the structures would also be rigged to support lighting, to 
create spectacle throughout the night and lamps strung along the contours of  any tower 
outline their features brightly. Coney Island was everywhere and everything at once – a 
simultaneous exploration of  the extremes of  what architecture can display. 

In a different case, the Festival of  Britain in 1951 (fig 30) was a UK-wide exhibition and 
fair that brought together millions of  people on the centenary of  the International Expo 
in Crystal Palace. 5 years after the end of  the war, it was an event to mark a turning point 
in the culture of  the post-war period and has been written about many times widely being 
regarded as a success. “Serious fun and light-hearted solemnity”15 marked the crossing 
point of  the pleasurable with the necessary. Central in the series of  events was South 
Bank in London where the exhibition sprawled across multiple buildings and pavilions. 

Still more elated were the Battersea Pleasure Grounds (fig 31) which displayed character 
perhaps too bold for the South Bank site. The Battersea site, despite its close financial re-
lationships with notable brand sponsors, displayed a unique naïve playfulness in its public 
attractions. The difficulty in delivering this ambitiously curious proposal was illustrative 
of  a boundary that was nearly crossed. “Spend the money on St. Thomas Hospital” was 
the suggestion from a newspaper at the time (Gardner, 1976, 118). Despite a changed 
relationship with entertainment and its norms, there was still a level of  propriety in effect 
relegating the fanciful to Battersea from the serious and future-oriented South Bank site, 
as education was to be taken seriously. Yet, the financial gap created by the reluctance 
of  the government was filled in by private sponsors. The branded marvels among the 
attractions included the Guinness Festival Clock (fig 32), the Schweppes Grotto and the 
Lockheed Mermaid Fountain (Conekin, 1991, 131). The curatorial vision of  an other-
worldly affair cannot escape the mark of  the sponsor, and this has not changed in the 
World Expo pavilions today. 

But the Far Tottering and Oyster Creek Railway (fig 33-34) was the closest to approaching a 
cheery otherworldly ideal. It had both a childish cartoonish vision and a surreal adult idea 

15  Festival in London (film). 1951. 0:44.
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fig 32. Guinness Festival Clock. 1951.
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fig 33. The Far Tottering and Oystercreek Railway. 1951.
fig 34. Rowland Emmett’s illustrations. 1951.
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fig 35. Skylon. 1951.
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of  subverting rules. Neither Battersea nor the Festival of  Britain relied on the spectacular 
alone. Its vision of  otherness was seated within a strong context and provided necessary 
relief  of  what the gardens’ coordinating designer James Gardener called ‘elegant fun’ 
(Conekin, 1991, 129). The kind of  ephemeral architecture like in Coney Island could not 
be made permanent within South Bank. What the cartoonish nature of  Rowland Em-
mett’s railway offers is a quality of  the domestic within a large festive occasion, where vis-
itors could find something quirky and personable. Alan Powers remarks on the festival: 
“In some ways the most radical aspect of  the South Bank (and more obviously the case with Battersea) 
was to risk two modes which architecture had mostly made other to itself: the expression of  femininity 
and childhood, both closely linked to the home, but equally reasons why domesticity has so often been 
marginalised.” (Powers, 1991, 54) Clearly, there was considerable breadth in the dialogue 
among the two sites even though there was not equivalency between them. 

In contrast, the Skylon (fig 35) was a curious structure that represented the future-oriented 
part of  the Festival of  Britain. Situated as the prominent centrepiece of  the Southbank 
Festival site, it was a 90-metre-high tower built for the sole purpose of  ‘astonishment’16. 

16  Festival in London (film). 1951.

fig 36. Illustration of  the Festival of  Britain. Herbert James Williams. 1951.
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fig 37. Steeplechase Park, Coney Island. 1897.
fig 38. Aerial View of  Chicago World’s Fair. 1893.
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Written analyses and accounts of  the festival admire the structure that attracted attention 
because it refused narrativization and explicit meaning: “And the skylon? Well, that was a 
simple formula in three dimensions, a clear statement in steel and aluminium and wire. Every part of  
it did precisely the job it was designed to do. And what was that? Why, simply to hang upright in the 
air and astonish.” 17 While the structure was admired for these modernist qualities, perhaps 
its marking a direction for architecture towards less embodied narrative must be seen 
critically as a move away from the exploration of  the festive. 

The frenzied and rather short-lived attention the Coney Island theme parks and world 
fairs have received correspond to their fragility as architectural products. “The Spectacle 
is Vulnerable” was the title of  Laura Mulvey’s essay on Women’s Liberation’s demon-
stration at the Miss World competition of  1970. Using Mulvey’s interest in cinema as an 
analogy, visual pleasure in architecture could be understood in opposition to narrative - 
the appropriateness of  the architectural work in its cultural context and the connections 
it attempts to make. Visual pleasure was a term used by Laura Mulvey synonymously with 
the idea of  spectacle to talk about issues concerning the stereotypical Hollywood cinema 
of  the 60s and 70s (Mulvey, 1973, 11). The architectural spectacle embodies a similar 
capacity to be striking and easily digestible, while also being ephemeral. Architecture 
expressed this way does not enjoy the same scrutiny as its more permanent examples 
and therefore constitutes a different experience Montgomery Schuyler captured this in a 
comment on Chicago World’s fair: “It is essential to the illusion of  a fairy city that it should not be 
an American city of  the nineteenth century. It is a seaport on the coast of  Bohemia, it is the capital of  
No Man’s Land. It is what you will, so long as you will not take it for an American city of  the nineteenth 
century, nor its architecture for the actual or the possible or even the ideal architecture of  such a city. 
To fall to this conclusion would be to lose a great part of  its charm[..]”(Schuyler, 1894) The charm, 
Schuyler says, comes from the temporality of  the built festival. This format merited from 
the ‘success of  illusion’, but a translation of  the festive in permanent form exhausts its 
potential to convey the festive. 

The collective, public experience is today separated among many forms. The direct de-
scendants of  the trade fairs – the biennial and the expo present themselves in the format 
but not in the spirit of  the festival. They claim either a transcendent, serious view of  
architecture or a more mundane, sponsored version with even less potential for playful 
engagement. Unexpectedly, there is something that has been lost in these fields since the 
surreal fusion of  the sponsorship and playfulness in the Battersea Pavilions. 

Meanwhile, the theme park has strayed into an exaggerated, heavily commodified and 

17  O’Donowan, P., Casson, H. 1952. Commentary to Brief  City [film].
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fig 39. The fake fire at Dreamland.
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institutionalised form. The clear definition of  the theme park as external and foreign 
to the everyday prohibits any loose interpretation it might have had. A study by David 
Cardell on the role of  happiness in theme parks reveals a common tentative, unsure ap-
proach to the contemporary theme park.18 The novelty value of  the early theme park is 
lost in our predetermined interaction with the packaged experience and is shaped by an 
unwillingness to play on the non-negotiable terms provided. This contradiction between 
the innate human drive to play and the pseudo-playful environment heavily tempers our 
enjoyment of  it.

The contemporary spectacular experience must also be seen in the context of  an om-
nipresence of  two-dimensional media that implies a division of  spectatorship and per-
formance and the diminishing role of  experience. Architainment, to borrow a word from 
Luis Fernandez-Galiano (2005, 1), or the fleeting and ubiquitous architectural image is 
a significant part of  this; he asserts: “Architectural images may be scoring well in the game of  
fashion, a game whose only rule is that today’s big thing is tomorrow’s big yawn, but for a discipline that 
yearns for permanence, those goals can lead to nothing but an endgame.” (Fernandez-Galiano, 2005, 
2) The contemporary relationship with the spectacle in a festival environment is often 
commodified and our consumption of  ideas about architecture. “We buy on the basis of  
images. Sight and seeing, which in the Western tradition once epitomized intelligibility, have turned into a 
trap: the means whereby, in social space, diversity may be simulated and a travesty of  enlightenment and 
intelligibility ensconced under the sign of  transparency.” (Lefevbre, 1991, 76-77) What Lefevbre 
is suggesting, is that the experience of  any collective environment is framed in the dis-
tribution or the consumption of  its images. The experience of, for example, Disneyland 
exists first and foremost in the images of  the silhouette of  its towers and the images of  
Disney’s cartoon characters. It is the flipside of  a known and commodifiable aesthetic 
that signifies the festival environment. This contains the inherent danger that our expe-
rience depends heavily on the visual triggers that surround that experience. Due to the 
nature of  the festival, this experience should not only be spectacular, but also surprising 
and with a spontaneity impossible to the designated urban theme park. 

18  “During one of  my visits to Astrid Lindgren’s World, I overhear a man saying to a 
girl who is perhaps five years old: “Come on Moa, some happy expressions”. It is as though she is 
being asked by the adult man accompanying her to manage happiness, individually, so as to satisfy 
him.” – Cardell. Family theme parks, happiness and children’s consumption: From roller-coasters 
to Pippe Longstocking  (Linköping: Linköping University, 2015)
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fig 40. The Grand Walk. Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens. 



53

MIND/BODY:  
GENDER PERFORMANCE AND PROPRIETY

The expression of  the grotto in the private environment is mirrored in the expression 
of  the festival, where the mark of  difference is worn with pride. It is now a cultural 
trope that in the carnivals of  Rio or the Pride March a normative disposition gives way 
to flexibility in identity and expression that is due to gender propriety. The propriety of  
architectural style is very much tied up in the same issues, and feminized architectural 
expression only surfaces in festive and speculative environments. 

A rationality-oriented worldview can be traced to Descartes’ 16th century mind-body du-
alism idea19 – a rational, scientific approach as the truest mode of  quantifying the world. 
The limits of  the Cartesian object-oriented understanding of  our built environment re-
side in the lack of  the human element within it. The body is seen to be “a cumbersome 
necessity that served the lofty ‘mind’”, and is also the home for traits historically seen 
as less objective (Bloomer & Moore, 1977, 29). Thus, concepts of  measurement and 
sensing are at the outset biased, and often in a gendered way. Architecture, with a strong 
claim to order and measure, resists the influence of  the body and the senses and resists 
feminized expression because of  this link. 

The role of  gender in determining both social behaviour and architectural expression is 
now analysed often in academic circles. Judith Butler’s readings of  Lacan contemplate the 
nature of  masquerading in gender identity, or the quality of  “appearing as being” (But-
ler, 1990, 47), where the interactions and play between sexes constitute a performative 
game. Performing difference in gender is akin to the act of  cross-dressing that has been 
important in performances since the time when only men were deemed acceptable on 
the theatre stage. Masquerading is a crucial part of  the festival mode of  social interaction, 
where the concealment of  one’s identity allows participation. In acting, the subject proj-
ects an experience that is at the same time real and make believe due to the special quali-
ties of  the staged environment. By putting on a performance, or a mask, people playfully 

19  Descartes also created the Cartesian coordinate system – the measure of  the spatial 
dimensions of  the world.
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fig 41. Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens. 
fig 42. Notting Hill Carnival. 2017.
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explore the breadth of  culture, both within and by subverting cultural norms. The built 
environment can encourage or embody this identity change by providing the stage.

Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens, the well-known progenitor of  the pleasure garden concept, 
was such a stage for testing these boundaries of  social interaction (Kane, 2013, 223). 
Somewhere between the natural and the ordered, it found its expression as a centralized 
mode of  leisure linked firmly with the festival. Its stage pavilions and formal garden 
landscaping operated similarly to court gardens, so here the form of  interaction was as 
important as the interaction itself. Writers on the pleasure garden have pointed out, that it 
offered a distinctly urban experience and the possibility of  deviating from the bounds of  
sexual decorum was elating, even if  by its proximity (Kane, 2013, 26). The festival nature 
of  the pleasure garden describe relationships with the other that are analogous in many 
cultural phenomena; Stuart Hall writes on race: “Fetishism, as we have said, involves disavowal. 
Disawoval is the strategy by means of  which a powerful fascination or desire is both indulged and at the 
same time denied. It is where what has been tabooed nevertheless manages to find a displaced form of  
representation.” (Hall, 1997, 267) 

Foucault points out that in history, deviant sexuality has been occasionally misattributed 
to madness and the contemporaneous notion of  ‘unproductivity’ (Foucault, 1967, 67). 
The temporary inversion of  the social and sexual norms in Vauxhall revealed a tension. 
The free playfulness where “the women run skimper scamper”20 in its public spaces, was 
limited in time and places (Kane, 2013, 70), while the body (and especially the female 
body) was subjected to regimes of  order, hygiene and prohibition, just like the space 
of  the building, which can be traced through the history of  privacy (Wigley, 1992, 359). 
Our experience of  the mysterious space is analogous and tied to our perception of  these 
traits in people, as Mulvey observed in Hollywood’s portrayal of  women: “Enigmas and 
secrets generate the image of  closed hidden spaces which generate in turn the divided to-
pography of  inside and outside.” Thus, the morality of  these outdoor leisure spaces was 
entangled with ideas of  interior, exterior and control. Laura Mulvey observes a similar 
possibility of  transgression tied to appearance and the feminine in cinematic narrative: 
“The space behind the mask exerts a draw of  all secret and forbidden spaces, irresistibly asking to be 
unveiled and revealed but also warning “Danger- Keep Out.” (Mulvey, 1992, 60) The popularity of  
Vauxhall Gardens reveals the importance of  a place of  performative play within the city. 
In the contemporary western festival sexually expressive behaviours are no longer taboo 
(fig 41) and with that 
20  ‘‘Miss ought to stay in town till the last night . . . there’s always a riot,—and there 
the folks run about,—and then there’s such squealing and squalling!—and there all the lamps are 
broke,—and the women run skimper scamper;—I declare I would not take five guineas to miss the 
last night!’’ - London Guide ([1782]), 6–7; Burney, Evelina, 195.
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fig 43. 4 Characters in the First Act. Adam Nathaniel Furman and  
Federico Floriani. 2017.

fig 44. Identity Parade. Adam Nathaniel Furman. 2013.
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With masculine traits in architecture being broadly displayed in modernism, unusual or 
feminine traits have in the past been withdrawn to the domestic or unusual artistic prac-
tices, prominently in cases of  marginalised architectural tastes. The house as a private 
respite holds departure points for fantasy and secrets. The architect’s prime experimental 
ground is most conveniently his own house; and it is the bedroom that most directly 
links to sexuality. Some architects have historically found more expression in the private 
realm, which visibly contrasts to their public work. While the public apartment buildings 
of  Carlo Mollino were in a modernist minimalism (fig 44), his interior design bore the 
impression of  mystery and sexuality (fig 45). The materiality of  the bedroom at Casa 
Mollino in Turin also reflects an unusual sexual expression (Artsy, 2016). The bedroom 
is celebrated as the highly personal and idiosyncratic.  

In the contemporary context, celebration of  colour is not shied away from in the realm 
of  art and design. The detachment from the mainstream body of  design can. Fringe 
practices of  architecture require a special approach and Adam Nathaniel Furman’s un-
conventional design practices have attracted attention through masquerading as a design 
method. Identity Parade (fig 43) is the equivalent of  masking in the context of  a carnival 
and works as an emphasis on performance and the festive. Furman draws a distinction 
between the modes of  commentary in the performances of  Commedia dell’Arte and the 

fig 45. Casa del Sole. Mollino. fig 46. Bedroom at the Mollino Museum in Turin.
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fig 47. AHMM apartment scheme in Fish Island.
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Carnival. 21 It is the function of  satire to establish a common ground with the audience 
that fringe practices stand outside. The carnival, on the other hand, celebrates the un-
usual. What the work of  Furman flirts with is an abstracted, speculative perspective of  
architecture that is not dissimilar with what the pleasure ground is to the city. 

The usage of  ornament and colour on the public face of  architecture marks a margin-
alised attitude, while the domestic realm has progressed to be more visually inclusive. 
Gaston Bachelard writes on the danger of  the phenomenon of  interior and exterior 
division: “Outside and inside form a dialectics, the obvious geometry of  which blinds us as soon as we 
bring it into play in the metaphorical domains. It has the sharpness of  the dialectics of  yes and no, which 
decides everything. Unless one is careful, it is made into the basis of  all thoughts of  the positive and nega-
tive.”(Bachelard, 1994, 211) The reconciliation of  private and public behaviour must lead 
to more inclusivity in social life. While there is no equivalence to necessarily be drawn 
between colourful and queer, there appears to be an aversion to colourful expression in 
normative architecture due to modernism. This disconnect is fundamental to the mud-
dled relationship of  morality with gendered norms in architecture. Because there is some 
evidence to the claim that certain types of  architecture allow us to lead better lives, ar-
chitects defend their position fiercely when critiquing others’ designs they believe would 
impact the world poorly. The base claim of  Adolf  Loos’ Ornament and Crime was that it 
is immoral to build in a certain way. Such value judgements tend to have strong links to 
the style of  building at the time and have thus little bearing on whether the architecture 
is actually good. In spite of  this, architects are still very conscious of  the image they are 
producing and the boundary of  normativity they are pushing up against.22

21  Appendix A. p. 6.
22  At the office of  Allford Hall Monaghan Morris, where I worked as a part I architec-
tural assistant, a minor anecdote revealed the nature of  architectural design and how it restrains 
itself. The design was mixed flats in Fish Island, London – an area repurposed after the Olympics 
and its surroundings. The island consisted, still, mostly of  large warehouse plots, fashioned in 
brown brick and zig-zag roof  pitches of  many shapes. To give each of  the 6 buildings on site a 
different character we worked with various shades of  brick and different angles and directions of  
roofscapes. When confronted with a minor decision between 6 or 8 roof  volumes running perpen-
dicular to the length of  a 60-metre building, The managing director insisted it would have to be 6 
because 8 is much too ‘quaint’. Ultimately, a choice was made to go for two volumes parallel to the 
building’s length, avoiding the ‘issue’ of  feminizing the building altogether.
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fig 48. Adam Nathaniel Furman. Democratic Monument.
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SERIOUS/FUN:  
TONE IN THE CONTEMPORARY DIALOGUE 
ON ARCHITECTURE

Poorly veiled insults such as van Eyck’s 1981 pamphlet Rats, Posts and other Pests (Architec-
tural Review, 1999)  have a special place in the history of  architecture. The common social 
mechanism of  dismissing someone as illegitimate and not ‘serious’ in their practice is 
common everywhere, and often mistakenly equivocates differing conventions, invention 
or ideology with the lack of  professionalism (Gantar, 2005, 11). This has held true for de-
veloping architectural movements, and still holds true now. The work of  FAT23 is a clear 
and relatively recent example of  satirizing architecture. Established in the 1990s, it was 
called both young and controversial (Rattenbury, Bevan & Long), procuring buildings 
that parodied the archetypal shape of  the house and used primary colours abundantly. 
For an architectural establishment that saw itself  best expressed in buildings such as the 
Stirling prize-winning Lords Media Centre, FAT’s contrarian work was the equivalent of  
medieval popular laughing culture in the nineties. 

Sean Griffiths, the former partner of  the now dissolved FAT, alleged in a recent article 
that there is a return to postmodern aesthetics, as evidenced by submissions to the 2017 
Chicago Architecture Biennial and singling out popular work by Adam Nathaniel Fur-
man and Pablo Bronstein (Griffiths, 2017). This work, he asserts, is mistimed and poorly 
politically contextualised. Griffiths’ comment on the contemporary architectural context 
and contrarian architectural language was met with criticism, mainly for its invocation 
of  fascism. Postmodernism and FAT’s own work of  the 1990’s has a considerable rela-
tionship with the satirical mode of  the festival, but apparently a renewed interest in the 
‘niceties of  the postmodernist game’ would, according to Griffiths, now be decadent. 
His interpretation of  decadence is, however, merely aesthetic. If, as he asserts in the 
article, ‘architecture does not speak’, then there should be no political consequences to such a 

23  Fashion Architecture Taste. Main partners: Sean Griffiths, Charles Holland and Sam 
Jacob.
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fig 49. A House for Essex. FAT and Grayson Perry.
fig 50. ArcelorMittal Tower. 
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dialogue re-emerging in architecture. What the critique does not attempt, is an economic 
analysis of  the role of  the decadence that he equivocates with the covetous aesthetics of  
Trump’s estates. 

Griffiths’ criticism reveals the nature of  a politically sensitive time, when asking about 
the history of  gender in the architect’s profession today too must one be tactful.24 Post-
modern revivalism should not lead to fascism, however, a cynical approach to the pro-
fession is problematic. What Adam Furman refers to as the crucial difference between 
his practice and that of  FAT are two parts of  the same carnivalesque tradition that pro-
motes difference.25 The house for Essex produced jointly by FAT and Grayson Perry is 
an outlier – a folly and a memorial (Living Architecture, 2016), and, of  course, an abomination 
(Daily Mail, 2015), but above all, certainly not regarded as a contender for a new norm of  
country house, not even by the artist himself  (BBC, 2016). The immediate recoil from it 
captured by the right-wing press is reminiscent of  the aversion to open discussion about 
someone’s gender and sexual orientation, as a public sort of  NIMBYism, linking public 
visibility and moral judgement (Dezeen, 2017b). This expressive private house was clearly 
not private enough. 

Nevertheless, satire and irony are core to art from postmodernism onwards, and there 
are examples of  that kind of  design returning to architecture. In a cross-disciplinary ap-
proach with architecture exploration of  what we consider appropriate in our architecture 
can occur. Certain types of  public art attempt to re-engage with playful, ‘childish’ modes 
of  life. Carsten Holler writes on his slide installation at Tate Modern: “A slide is a sculp-
ture that you can travel inside. [..] From an architectural and practical perspective, the 
slides are one of  the building’s means of  transporting people, equivalent to the escalators, 
elevators or stairs. [..] They’re also a device for experiencing an emotional state that is a 
unique condition somewhere between delight and madness.” 

Likewise, the Arcelormittal Orbit in the London Olympic park follows the history of  
exposition installations and is an observation tower, but likewise a folly. It has been re-
peatedly criticized for being expensive and, according to Oliver Wainwright, dubbed the 
‘zombie pylon’(Guardian, 2016). Despite a significant part of  its funding being private, 
the Orbit Tower has come under fire as unnecessary spending. As a public spectacle, 
Holler’s slides mark an intersection of  ‘non-serious’ and ‘serious’ in architecture. It ques-
tions why certain modes of  social behaviour are acceptable by tearing an action normally 

24  When I asked whether there is any design content that is still stereotyped as either a 
masculine or feminine domain at a conference on feminism in architectural pedagogy at the Bart-
lett, it was taken that I am in favour of  such a division. Perhaps my phrasing was at fault. 
25  Appendix A, p.7.
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fig 51. Carsten Holler Slide at Tate Modern. 2006.
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encountered in play and thrusting it into public territory, provoking popular debates on 
what society should be engaging in. It is in the public sphere that its usefulness is brought 
into question and the concept of  decorum comes into play.

Henri Lefevbre’s ideas on a reconciliation of  the festival and the everyday did not neces-
sarily signify a farcical or satirical output. Instead, the reclamation by the contemporary 
young architect of  the public realm and its marvel parallels his ideas on the everyday: “[..] 
one of  the most recent forms which criticism of  everyday life has taken is criticism of  
the rea l by the surreal. By abandoning the everyday in order to find the marvellous and 
the surprising (at one and the same time immanent in the real and transcending it), Sur-
realism rendered triviality unbearable.”(Lefevbre, 1991, 49) The most recently emergent 
young architects and unexpected Turner prize winners Assemble are lauded for qualities 
in their buildings that would not suggest new expressiveness brought to the field. At the 
core of  hands-on practices such as Assemble is the idea that to design means to step 
into ‘wilful madness’ (Galloway, 2016), where testing of  the unknown is required and 
a recombination of  the real (the everyday) and the surreal happens. These grassroots 
architectural practices have in common among them a distrust of  grand architectural 
hierarchy and systems of  prescribing design. That is arguably the most significant legacy 
of  the festive in architecture. 
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fig 52. Assemble Studio. The Playing Field.
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fig 53. Assemble Studio. The Cineroleum.
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CONCLUSION
The contemporary focus on pluralism in politics suggests a more inclusive world, how-
ever our incredibly varied interests indicate that a joint celebration might not be possible. 
What used to be a collective entertainment and revel in the achievement and togetherness 
of  culture has now mostly retreated to the private realm. Society has in the past and still 
tends to have a limited relationship with the other by way of  its marginalisation. Mani-
festations of  difference are acceptable with their physical consequences being ephemeral 
and private. Art projects, carnivals and even architectural expositions have the potential 
to challenge both our built environment and how we interact in it, however they are lim-
ited in their expression by the self-censorship of  designers assuming a serious, masculine 
position.

With the significant surge in feminist and LGBT rights activism in the past decade, one 
should not be blamed for expecting the field of  architecture to change along. However, 
while the impact the queer movement has had on art has been substantial, its role in 
architecture is rarely visible and the largest impressions have been left by those with one 
foot in the field of  art. Despite culture having moved to greater acceptance of  diverse 
ideas, there is a strong resistance of  the consensus in architecture to unusual expression. 
The solemn decorum of  architecture lays a questionable claim on permanence and gravi-
tas, due to a desire to transcend our generation. Society seeks rejection of  the inevitable 
impermanence of  architecture. Because of  a false equivalency of  taste with goodness in 
architecture, some people protest more colourful and expressive architecture by claim-
ing interest in the future generations. The festival mode in architecture may encourage 
change in the perception of  what is appropriate in the public and the private spheres.  

However, a re-evaluation of  quality in architecture is always taking place, and we may 
observe a return to more festive characteristics in architecture; Victoria Nelson writes 
that, “A subtle paradigm shift, I would like to suggest, is now under way: Western culture 
is on the verge of  adjusting its dominant Aristotelian mode of  scientific materialism to 
allow for the partial re-emergence of  Platonic idealism. Far from being a new event, this 
kind of  Zeitgeist rollover happens regularly in our culture.” (Nelson, 2008, viii) Gradual 
change in our understanding of  identity and openness about it should influence the field 



69

of  architecture. Public events in architecture and art can work towards normalizing new, 
more open ideas of  using space, of  what is normal public behaviour and what an un-
usual visual culture can do to enrich our public realm. We should look more to historical 
examples of  the festive not to make new architecture like it, but to recognize what has 
been trimmed away through the simplification of  modernism and find a new form and 
use for it. 

Young architects appearing in the field suggest a direction towards inspired, hands-on 
work that engages with life and is not What is noticeable in this new architecture is the 
attention to a different kind of  practice that does not necessarily attempt to seize via 
image. While the architecture is based in modernist ideas, it can be understood through 
emotional engagement. Jeremy Till writes of  the incredible strength of  the metaphorical 
claim to power that architecture possesses (Till, 2013, 2). The long tradition of  using the 
figure of  the architect to support rational authority in the field of  philosophy has often 
infused the architect’s subjective, unverifiable positions with the force of  rational argu-
ment. While the ideological resistance of  postmodernism attempted to overthrow this 
idea, there is another approach that does not claim an authority on taste or ideological 
contingency. Movements of  grassroots engagement are appearing more in architecture 
with a hands-on approach that has more to do with ‘everyday life’. Rather than engaging 
in higher-level satire or flashy spectacle, they truly reclaim the public realm as the realm 
of  life and the festival. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW WITH ADAM NA-
THANIEL FURMAN

PART 1

[00:05:15] Yeah maybe I read about it now. Yeah. That was Henry VIII’s grotto in France. 
No I didn’t go to that. But I went to Maximillian Beckons grotto was trying to copy it. 

[00:05:22] Yeah. I found that fascinating. They did it at that time. It’s a subtle and hints 
of  a different behaviour. Much more so than.... You can see it now everywhere. With 
postmodernism the ideas have spread - festivals and so on. 

[00:05:46] Yeah I’m interested why - like what does postmodernism have to do with that? 

[00:05:55] I well I struggle to arrive at a definition right now but I think the way it plays 
with concepts and the way certain things are allowed that weren’t before. I think modern-
ism was quite masculine as a movement and how it was perceived. And you had to behave 
a certain way; the minimalism determined the tone a kind of  atmosphere or attitude. 

[00:06:28] Yeah definitely normalizing in every possible way. I mean they did try and 
control people down to the biological details of  their body in the way they moved around 
their own toilets. I mean at the minimum it’s extremely Totalitarian. Yeah - the whole 
conceptual structure of  it was fascist almost. No not almost - entirely fascist. 

[00:06:47] Yeah. And I’ve I think I’ve read that one and least now. 

[00:06:54] But again - that’s being very reductive, because, like, you know - modernism, 
again, began -. 

[00:06:59] As a movement. 

[00:06:59] It was not a movement, [laughs] you know. Well, it’s not. I mean it’s one of  
the things that got reduced in history to being just a few canonical people and a few very 
reductive interpretations. I mean, the whole period of  incredible diversity with lots peo-
ple doing very very different things. I mean, Eileen Gray can be defined as a modernist 
but she’s just been cut out of  the canon and the narrative. You know there are plenty of  
alternative modernisms. It’s just in hindsight it’s been hijacked by very, very limited forms 
of  interpretation. Which is very similar to brutalism, you know, it’s been hijacked by the 
Korbinista brocialists as meaning a very particular thing for them and, you know, it was 
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you know was a much broader movement that had a lot more going on than just being 
you know the iconography of  the welfare state. But, you know, that’s just the nature of  
history we reinvent things and I’ve been, you know, just as equally guilty in a negative way 
of  reinterpreting various aspects of  postmodernism and classical architecture and you 
know it’s an active pursuit. We lay our own interpretations on the past but definitely mod-
ernism was - has been reduced to something which I disagree with because I consider 
myself  a modernist in every possible way. I do not consider myself  a high international 
CIAM modernist full of  macho and [..] and all about control and reduction but that’s not 
what I consider to be modernism so yeah - you know we have to be careful not to - we 
do, but we try not to reduce things to a strawman. 

[00:08:31] Yes, yes of  course. Would you call yourself  postmodernist then? 

[00:08:38] Of  course not, no. Hell no. 

[00:08:42] And why is that? Sorry if  I ask a silly question. 

[00:08:47] There’s no such thing as postmodernism. Again it’s a label that got slapped 
on a period to reduce it. But actually all the diversity of  what was going on between the 
1950s and early 1990s was so broad it’s almost impossible to give a label to it. But peo-
ple need labels and as far as I’m concerned it’s an extension of  the modern project that 
got revivified at a particular period and actually got returned to its core modern roots 
where it was messing with history creating a new Iconography - well, this new system 
that formed, and the new relationships to media and space that were relevant to the kind 
of  very transformative period - the very transformative period in which these things 
were being produced. You know where that sort of  deathly cadaver deftly moving living 
zombie cadaver of  late modernism was no longer relevant. So as far as I’m concerned 
it’s simply a momentary revivification what should happen every few decades of  the 
modernist project and I think it’s just been confused in retrospect by reductive critics. 
The critics have used it to reduce it to something that they don’t like and they want to see 
dismissed. It’s very, very complex, very, very difficult to understand; it represents a huge 
plethora of  different groups and identities and a whole range of  different approaches 
that are, you know kind of  incommensurable, so - people can’t handle that. So they’ve 
just reduced it to its most hilariously easy to ridicule visual tropes and then it’s been sort 
of  rejected. You know and also well it’s been conflated with revivalism which clearly - it’s 
literally the opposite of  Revivalism. So, you know it’s a little bit like you know it’s a bit 
like going to Vauxhall, to XXL or like a nightclub were, like, guys are fisting each other 
and women are eating each other out in the nightclub and saying: “You guys are just the 
same as Prince Charles!”. 
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[00:10:44] [Laughs]. 

[00:10:44] That’s equivalent to saying, you know, what he wrote in conflating postmod-
ernism with with revivalism. I mean, it literally cannot get further apart. So, I have to use 
the term because it’s become so widely accepted I’ve written a book which unfortunately 
had to use the term but I’ve worked very very hard in the book which all the critics who - 

[00:11:01] You mean the one you recently published? 

[00:11:04] Yeah. And a lot of  people who are attacking me haven’t most of  the people 
attacking me actually haven’t read it. You know, the point is made that I do believe it is a 
revivification of  a modernist project. 

[00:11:18] What I find interesting when you talk about this ‘othering’, or drawing a kind 
of  line around the, I don’t know - call it the mainstream or - 

[00:11:32] I tend to avoid that word just because of  the people who use it. 

[00:11:40] OK. 

[00:11:40] But I know what you mean. 

[00:11:42] This ‘othering’ - I feel like that idea is key here - where certain types of  be-
haviour in architecture are appropriate to only certain occasions and when it’s introduced 
into a more permanent architecture than it’s met with harsh criticism. 

[00:12:06] Yeah and it’s pretty much always ridiculed. Basically there’s architecture... You 
know the word convention, right? 

[00:12:11] Yeah. 

[00:12:13] Conventional - what that means but doesn’t mean conventional as boring it 
means conventional as things which through use amongst the social group become ac-
cepted for no other reason than the fact that they are used, right. That’s what convention 
means. It’s arbitrary, there isn’t necessarily a logic behind its social convention and ba-
sically architecture - still, more than almost all the other arts, is defined by convention. 
And there’s a very strong playground mentality which is very very macho about what 
is acceptable and what is right and it does change from decade to decade. I’ve given 
lectures where I actually show very clearly examples of  how one year our critics were 
saying, “This is the only way to do things! This is the best, objectively brilliant architec-
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ture!” And then ten years later there’s the complete opposite and they’re all lauding that. 
Again, for hilariously nonobjective but very supposedly objective reasons - and it’s just 
simply because it’s it’s a cake - it’s a playground group and they have to continuously 
validate each other and just like in playgrounds - it’s just basic human psychology. How 
do you, apart from celebrating each other, how do you validate - you reject others. Yes. 
So there’s a constant kind of  metabolic process of  defining through ridicule and attacks 
- like what is not acceptable and what’s outside the fringes - basically in architecture that 
tends to be anything that [is different] and I think there’s a lot of  underlying misogyny 
and homophobia and transphobia and general phobias of  otherness. I mean, you know, 
just other-phobia underlying all architectural criticism, really, all of  it. Whether you go to 
architects - people who celebrate Assemble as being [sic] the epitome of  socially active 
architects, again it’s a very masculine idea of  function and purpose - social purpose - or 
people who validate material truth and simplicity - you know - gravitas they use a lot of  
very masculine words to assign these things about [sic] pure form and materiality. You 
know those people, effectively any other form of  taste culture - of  which there are mil-
lions - as many examples as you can count- [sic] just like there are many many cultures in 
the world - you have many Aboriginal groups, right, and they all have their own perfectly 
valid form of  culture. And especially in a liberal society we tend to naturally produce 
from the bottom up different taste cultures and we even produce them individually it’s all 
point a point of  liberalism where- I Am a staunch liberal in every way. Not the American 
style of  liberalism, but a kind of  slightly more European version. And they absolutely, 
very strongly define what their profession is and what is good and validate each other by 
constantly working to sideline and denigrate and feminize and facilize to make childish 
or imply as childish anything that would have any taste culture other than their own. So 
what happens if  you do- I do something that’s colourful - I have friends who I think that 
they’re colorful in my eyes - we each have very distinct ways of  working with completely 
different interests and they’re not comparable. 

[00:15:17] But by the virtue of  using colour we’re just grouped together and laughed at 
and thrown away and our careers are frankly ended before they start. Because it’s simply 
anything outside of  their care- whereas, you know, I can do the same, because it’s very 
easy to reject people, like, say “Oh, yeah, you guys - it’s all minimalist rubbish.” And then 
bam, the entire production of  contemporary architecture is down the drain. And that’s 
what they do with all other taste cultures - All individuals and all alternative groups who 
in any way accept aesthetics or architectural form or ornament as a mode of  identity ex-
pression. So what I think of  this as a sort of  sad paradox that they don’t realise that their 
architecture is an expression of  their group identity, right? Which they are constantly re-
inforcing and its just one monolithic identity, but a very sad one with no theory behind it 
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and no objectivity and they don’t even realise what they are doing, whereas a lot of  other 
people who are constructing their architecture and their forms of  ornament as a very, 
very conscious mode of  identity production - those are rejected. And they’re rejected on 
the terms of  this - architecture shouldn’t be about that - architecture shouldn’t involve 
that - architecture shouldn’t be about aesthethics. You know, when actually, of  course, 
that’s all they’re doing but they’re just not accepting it. So yeah it’s extremely, extremely 
frustrating, painful, and it will never fucking change. So, people like me, those people 
who operate in similar ways as I, who are highly aestheticized and treated as one of  the 
most profound forms of  human expression, you know, identity expressed through space 
in form and ornaments are sidelined to the world of  ephemerality, feminized work. 

[00:17:02] So the dispute or the discussion with Sean Griffiths on Dezeen... 

[00:17:10] Oh, that wasn’t a discussion. 

[00:17:24] Well, I call it a discussion... 

[00:17:28] Well, I never replied. I politely said that I didn’t really think that he deserved an 
answer. There were no clear points. 

[00:17:37] I guess my question was whether that was actually about aesthetics or politics 
or or some sort of  phobia? 

[00:17:49] No, that’s totally different. 

[00:17:51] I mean you know Sean’s an in-between [sic] figure, because, of  course he saw 
himself  as the outsider in the nineties. And all that’s happened is, I think he’s just a very 
grumpy old person, who- you know there’s nothing worse than an aged rebel. You know 
- an aged rebel who’s now the establishment. You know in all that’s happened I think it’s 
a distinct case and it’s not really applicable. He was the rebel, he had very he had very 
different reasons to what me and my friends and people that I know are doing now. He 
is from a very different political background and I think he doesn’t feel comfortable in 
the world today. He is very angry about identity politics, he’s very angry about the fact 
that working class white people are not the main issue of  concern generally. And I think 
it’s a different- I think it is a sort of  world that has included a lot more people doing very 
different things and I think he still he just sees it as people doing what he did but doing 
it badly and without his real, profound political strong reasons which is not the case, 
because frankly, for instance when I’m doing is- when I always write about it as being 
entirely political in a highly aestheticized way which is from a very- it’s actually very, a 
very camp background which is something, again, he doesn’t understand, because he sees 
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it from his particular perspective - way of  operating. But I think it’s a specific I think it’s 
very specific to him, what his reaction was - his own particular type of  misunderstanding. 
So what we were talking about just now I think doesn’t apply. You know, he’s great - he’s 
written great stuff  and he’s done great work. It was just a very sad- 

[00:19:42] Exchange? 

[00:19:42] It was, well there wasn’t an exchange. I didn’t reply. It was just a very it was a 
very sad thing, and he came up to me at a launch and suddenly Sean’s face is in front of  
me and I was like, [gasps] - and I think he was trying to apologize but he was just going 
in circles and ranting about how you cant complain about Zionism and how gay people 
are part of- and it was just really weird. 

[00:20:11] Well yeah I only have the kind of  faux outsiders view of  that. 

[00:20:20] Interesting that you saw it as an exchange because I never replied. 

[00:20:21] Other people joined in, so there was some sort of  back and forth. 

[00:20:29] He thought- someone posted that, well someone I know from facebook - I 
never met him - post the article and archdaily - in reply. 

[00:20:37] Oh - Martin Lamprecht? 

[00:20:39] Yeah. I know Martin through facebook - he’s been very helpful. But was it that 
Sean thought that he was my student and I told him to write it or something. Martin is a 
professor in France of  media and culture. And I could literally never tell him what to do 
and I wouldn’t think of  telling him to write stuff. I think people think what I think people 
just got really riled because I think a lot of  younger people thought [sic], “You have no 
idea what you’re talking about”, trying to understand the work. And also you know Sean 
did himself  no favors and he was protesting to me that he didn’t but he really didn’t think 
about this thing and he wasn’t protesting but really angry. There were only two people 
mentioned and this is very indicative, I think, not just of  him but the general attitude of  
what people hate. You know he picked me and he picked Pablo Bronstein, right. Of  the 
two people operating in London at the moment, you can’t really get more queer than me 
and Pablo’s work in the way that we deal with norms and play with them [sic], and it’s 
worse than that. I mean, it just looks so bad - we’re both Jewish. Were both very queer 
in the way we operate in our work - and it’s all so funny - were both from Argentina. It’s 
just odd that of  all the people he could have picked, he picked us who are really operat-
ing in a very camp, theatrical but nonetheless critical way but very different to the way 
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FAT operates. And of  course there are a lot of  ‘FAT babies’ everywhere. Well, some are 
teaching in your university. But there’s a lot of  young practices that basically emulate FAT 
in every way. And he doesn’t critique those - because FAT does something which- I really 
like FAT’s work but I would never ever in any way operate like them. 

[00:22:34] When you say operated like FAT, you mean- 

[00:22:35] Their work is illustrations of  critical ideas. So it’s a very masculine way of  oper-
ating- it’s a sort of  idea of  institutional critique through design. You have the intellect and 
the writing first, say you have an idea, you have a critical position and you write it very, 
very clearly. It becomes a media event, whatever you’re writing but then the architecture 
is literally diagrammatic illustration. 

[00:23:03] I see. And you work the other way around? 

[00:23:08] No. Me and Pablo and others - it’s ambiguity, strangeness, intuition events, 
happenstance; absolutely explosive unpredictability - it is the absolute joy of  creation like 
it’s a completely fucking different approach and then there’s the writing goes around it 
but it’s much more creative, much more artistic, much more- camp. It’s much more of  
an melange; theirs is a sort of  highly masculine structured order of  idea following illus-
tration and it very Venturian. I really reject Venturi in many ways coming at it from that 
angle. I much more relate to Charles Moore, for instance, in terms of  way of  operating. I 
mean, Venturi is a brilliant genius, of  course, but for that reason I find there’s absolutely 
no breathing space for the mystery; the alchemy of  creativity. I very much I think FAT 
set themselves up very very carefully to be part of  the center. What I mean by that is they 
set themselves up as the court jesters. They were the people who very much operated 
in a clearly intellectual and masculine way just like the center. But they did it in a sort of  
satirical mode. Now the reason that I think he looks at the people working like me and 
he doesn’t understand what’s going on is because we don’t do that. We literally just don’t 
engage in the way that they communicate at all. 

[00:24:41] Interestin that you mention the court jester as I’ve been talking to my teacher 
Alan Powers about connecting this to commedia dell’Arte and Harlequin. 

[00:25:01] Yes. I mean, that would be FAT. 

[00:25:06] I suppose you wouldn’t call yourself  that. Why is that? 

[00:25:10] No, because we would be Carnival. 

[00:25:13] Carnival? 
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[00:25:14] So, you know, commedia dell’Arte travelled around towns. And they satirized 
stereotypical characters of  the period - of  the 16th, 17th century Italy and South of  
France; and they held up the ridiculousness of  society at large. They want me sort of  
like a fun little narrative and that’s more the satirical mode of  FAT. But the Carnival does 
all that but it’s also a wild explosion of  expression, creativity throwing out of  norms; 
genders disappear, binaries disappear structures, social hierarchies disappear and it’s not 
a very clear satire. It’s just an alternative world. So that’s the way that I operate. But I re-
spect everyone, really, out here and I just wish they would like give us space to operate as 
well. It’s very different. I don’t operate in a satirical mode. I hate critiquing other people. 
I like creating worlds. And that’s why I’m talking about alternative taste cultures flat and 
when you talk about Susan Sonntag on time doing an intellectual breakdown of  what she 
saw in camp people. They don’t satirize or make fun of  other people. They genuinely love 
and create worlds of  expression that they believe in; they’re parallel. That’s what, again, 
I really think thatliberalism is the only political structure that allows for that. And that is 
expressed through space and ornament, decoration, fashion, mannerisms, architecture 
everything alternative. So do you see what I mean the difference between the commedia 
dell’Arte and the carnival? 

[00:26:57] Yes, exactly. So it’s exactly what I’m looking at - the different forms of  step-
ping out of  the boundaries of  what is, but there is a clear difference between how you 
and FAT operate. 

[00:27:22] There’s a text I wrote about - I mean it’s not about this exactly but [sic] it’s a 
differntiation for Rome 1000 for Berkeley last year. They were asking about irony and 
I was explaining that I do use irony- and this is, again, like the difference between com-
media dell’Arte and the carnival that I use irony in a poetic sense and FAT use irony in 
a critical sense, and it’s very different. Because I use irony for beauty, expression, for 
complexity for richness. FATuse it to critique, to poke fun, to wink. Very, very different. 
Have a look at the round 1000 publication.
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PART 2
I: [00:01:45]You have called yourself  a designer to encompass your interdisciplinary 
work. I am interested in the moments where art or this speculative work overlaps with 
architecture and where the boundaries between those sit, and how you navigate them.

ANF: [00:02:11] Well, it’s not a problem in the sense that because in any given time I have 
had a set of  interest or problems or questions that I’m exploring, and it’s not confined 
for me. That’s basically because I think it’s entirely because of  my architectural education, 
that I span pretty much all scales and as many mediums as I’m allowed to get my hands 
on. And it is something that we are trained within architecture to do, if  you go to a cre-
ative architecture school. I mean, there are technical schools that don’t teach you that at 
all. The big issue with architecture is that the boundaries to entry on architectural projects 
have been increasing; simultaneously, the profession has been dying for the last 50 years 
and along with that the barriers to actually doing architectural projects have gone up. So, 
I was having dinner with Will Allsop, I don’t know, like, a year ago. And he was telling me 
about how, when he was young, he just sort of- developers would give him a ring and say, 
“Hey, we’ll try you!” And now you have to go through crazy hurdles and loops to achieve 
the requirements and risk assessments of  clients and governmental contracts. You know, 
before you had- Sir Terry Farrell, when he was a 22-year-old at Nicholas Grimshaw with 
no money and no income to start being give a giant social housing project to design. 
This doesn’t happen anymore. Only, supposedly, “serious” architects who really put a 
huge amount of  effort into pursuing projects, and building up a reputation to be able 
to actually get to a risk-averse environment, manage to break through and it’s very hard 
for anyone, let alone them. They tend to be very aggressive, very strong characters, very 
single-focus. So it’s very difficult. I mean, if  I was brought up- my father’s from Argen-
tina  - I know people there and he’s not a Buenos Aires person, he’s actually from the 
countryside. And the people there who get to operate like Allsop did when he was a kid 
and get stuff  built. I have a friend who went to Mexico and practiced, and is really young, 
is buildings lots of  things. That just doesn’t happen here. It doesn’t happen in most places 
in Europe. There are many bureaucratic and professional reasons that we’re locked out 
of  the profession now, and it means that it’s not a creative profession any longer. And 
that’s why you have this great split between the large amount of  production of  architec-
ture being done either by builders without architects or by architects just rolling out the 
same old crap because it’s so difficult for them to get anything done. And the starchitects, 
who do spectacularly theatrical architecture because they have a particular eshelon where 
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they have become a marketable international product, but there isn’t the space in that 
Zaha Hadid niche for more practices, doing very different work. So, I’d absolutely love to 
work on an architectural scale, but I refuse to give up my autonomy and my creative di-
rection, to such a degree that would be necessary to be able to achieve building anything 
here. I just refuse. I mean, I have things which are far more interesting for me as a creative 
individual – writing, researching, making, designing, doing exhibitions. There’s too much 
stuff  there. Architecture would require me lilterally to choke me, to do nothing else, 
putting me in huge financial danger and risk for year. Which is what a lot of  my friends 
do – which is very difficult to watch. To squeeze out a little tiny infill project with three 
depressing houses with no light to get onto Grand Designs – to get a pass for planning, 
it has to have brick and be London Vernacular – it’s just not a productive area to work 
in. I’d absolutely love to. And currently my sights are set on doing something – someday 
doing something in Argentina or somewhere else. I think that can actually happen, but I 
don’t quite know how to go about that. 

I [00:06:24] The speculative work that you’ve done – maybe you could say lies more 
towards art – do architects generally respond to that or do art professionals respond to 
that more? 

ANF [00:06:40] Which stuff?

I [00:06:41] To, say, the Roman Singularity.

ANF [00:06:43] Well, the public tend to really like it generally, because it’s sort of  Mary 
Beard style – to present things that are kind of  consumable. Although I like to think that 
said, there’s a lot of  critics who refuse to see that. But no, the public do engage really 
nicely and really well on a surface level, but what’s really nice is that I do tend to get a 
sort of  hardcore of  architects who think a bit differently and are a bit open-minded than 
the general crowd, who do engage very well. But it’s a very, very small percentage. Well, 
people in the art world – nothing, no contact, whatsoever. I mean, with the press and 
the general art world. They have a very particular way of  seeing things. And that doesn’t 
mean that I don’t engage with the art-world.

I [00:07:48] Do you think that is because of  the architectural content?

ANF [00:07:50] No, it’s because- It’s just a different world, a different group of  people, 
they have a different language even. They have different taste-makers, it’s a different 
world. But that’s not to mean that I don’t engage – art theory, art practice has been a huge 
influence on me growing up in London. And I have very close friends who are artists. I 
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curated a show called ‘Re-presence’ – long ago, about 4 years now. But now they’ve gone 
on to be really famous and they’re actually really good friends of  mine. So I cultivate my 
own connections with people who I have conversations with and that does include art-
ists. But the art world – no. And to be honest, I went to CSM initially to do a foundation 
to do fine art – that was my initial intention. And I ran a mile – I mean, I hated that world 
– and actually the artists I know also hate that world. And similarly to the architectural 
mainstream there’s an artistic mainstream, which is equally awful, but similarly there’s 
outliers and I know a bunch of  those who have great ideas. There’s actually more outliers 
in the art world than there are in architecture. 

I [00:09:12] You say you hated that world – was it because of  that particular environment 
at CSM?

ANF [00:09:15] No, it was just so incredibly poser. Basically, you would come in in the 
morning, and everyone would have their own persona, that they’ve cultivated very care-
fully. You had people who I imagine spent two hours doing themselves up just to go 
to university. And they all acted with highly overwrought personality traits – there was 
one girl who would always wear headphones, but the music wasn’t on. But she’d always 
mumble like she was singing. [laughs] That was a particularly obvious one. You know 
the YBA? The Young British Artists were big – and it was 2001 and everyone wanted to 
be a YBA, so everyone felt that they had to market themselves. As an actual person, I’m 
actually a recluse, I’m quite awkward socially. And I really hated that – I’m not that in love 
with the design as she – she made herself  into her work, physically. She does herself  up 
in the kimono, partially because she’s from quite a boring part of  England. I’m not like 
that – my work is the work. 

I [00:011:02] Yes, architects tend to be more like that – they express themselves through 
their work. 

ANF [00:11:05] Exactly. And I’m very much like that. I had a very difficult time in that 
respect – since I was feeling very uncomfortable. Feeling like I couldn’t understand when 
people were being genuine – they were being very sarcastic and ironic in the FAT sense 
of  irony, like Sean Griffiths – you cannot actually tell what they’re saying and I can’t 
handle that. I get so nervous when I don’t know what people actually mean when they 
talk. And then someone recommended that – my tutor recommended that I go to the 
AA. And I went and never looked back because as much as I complain and moan about 
architecture, of  all the professions I’ve met – when you average it out, there’s a great 
balance between earnestness, seriousness, friendliness, it’s a really nice balance. And it’s 
very creative.
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I [00:12:13] Interestingly, at the AA - acting certain stuff  out, embracing a new world 
comes in – did you go to the Departed – the recent show they had on?

ANF [00:12:28] No, I haven’t been to the AA in a while. I saw there was a pavilion out-
side. 

I [00:12:37] I imagine you would have seen some of  these performance-type events when 
you were there?

ANF [00:12:42] At the time? No. Interestingly, it was dominated by the Patrick Schum-
acher. When I was there it was dominated by a very techno-orientated parametricism, 
which wasn’t called parametricism back then, but it was all folded surfaces and tehcno-
filia, so I reacted very strongly against that and carved out my own practice while I was 
there. So I was at the forefront of  quite a lot of  angry debates, a lot of  which I probably 
initiated. I probably live in a more friendly manner now, but everyone remembered them 
from the time. So, actually, the environment was absolutely not like that and I was very 
much pushing for a very different, culturally content loaded type of  approach as opposed 
to the context-less technological approach. 

I [00:12:41] When do you think that changed to what it is now?

Well, apparently my work was a bit of  a bomb landing. Apparently my 5th year project 
caused quite a storm in the school. It was like a coming out. My projects were similar 
a couple of  years before, but it was kind of  a bomb. I remember everyone was going 
“What the fuck is that?” And apparently my tutors had to really fight for my work to 
be accepted. But it really changed after that; it reached a point where like 4-5 years ago 
everyone seemed to be doing projects that were a bit like mine. But it was very much me 
and I got many people to believe in the ideas I was excited by, and reject all that paramet-
ric crap. So it started during 2005-2007 that there were debates going on in the school. 

I [00:14:48] I’m wondering about the fascination of  some architects to put on some of  
these events. I’m thinking about Bauhaus and these events there – architects dressing up 
as buildings – it feels a bit like the festival that we were talking about yesterday. What do 
you think is the role of  that in your designs?

ANF [00:15:20] Differently – I don’t do physical performance – the actual act of  doing 
it – and I reject that because of  personality traits. I’m just very reclusive. Clearly I over-
compensate architecturally. But I do the same through my work. For me there’s the whole 
idea with the mask – with a mask you can be more you than you have ever been. I wish I 
could be free enough to do that in a carnival-type situation. But I do get into-when I have 
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a project that is funded – like the Identity project. I take the opportunity to really invest 
myself  and to actually in the creative zone of  the work, I try and work on that particular 
project for a particular time and put on a mask for it. So I very much become a character, 
and that character is always one particular aspect of  you that was already there, but you 
cultivate it and you feed it and you grow it. You turn it into an entire taste or approach 
and elaborate that as much as possible and that’s something I very much enjoy doing, 
but again – it’s through the work. And that’s just the nature of  work – when you have a 
normal commission, there’s not really the time to do that. So, these periods when, people 
say, “Oh and you’re an artist!” it’s basically these periods when I look to- and it can also 
be through writing- I look for opportunities to fill up the creative tank for the next few 
years, through doing one of  those carnival acts of  putting on a mask, and creating this 
alternative world which does throw up intriguing and exciting questions. And that’s why 
I do- I have actively sought out those residency programs to be able to do that. Because 
then it guides my work, because I can to 50 commissions, of  which 40 don’t happen. Be-
cause then I can do multiple commissions and I know that there’s content and meaning, 
it means something, because I can’t work on stuff  that doesn’t mean anything, I go nuts. 
And it has meaning because its based upon certain investigations that  I’ve done before. 
And I feel that every few years I start to really feel the need to reimmerse myself  into the 
ebb and flow of  ideas and theory, and just pure intuition and creativity, that will throw 
up ideas that are new and will lay the foundation of  the future work. Long-winded way 
of  saying, not in physical practice but definitely through my work. And I find it more 
productive anyway, because if  I did it in person, it would be fleeting. In terms of  that 
I like creating events through architecture and space for other people, but I don’t ever 
participate, but I watch, I don’t ever participate. 

Well, I’m a creative actor through my work. I mean, the work’s pretty hyperactive. There’s 
a voyeuristic aspect perhaps inherent in architecture. And it’s interesting that you point 
out that you don’t normally become the work, as perhaps Bethan Laura Wood does. I hop 
between the different worlds, sometimes in the art world, sometimes in the design world, 
sometimes the journalism world, sometimes in architecture, sometimes in publishing. 
I’m definitely most comfortable in architecture, which is funny because when I’m in the 
design world, which at the moment I’m more and more in now, I get people coming up 
to me, going [imitates accent] “Oh, Bethan Laura Woods, so amazing. Her persona, why don’t you 
do something like that? You should make a persona.” And I say, it’s alright. I got angry. [laughs]

And actually, in the AA, I remember Mike Winestock – who was an AA character – he 
used to do technical studies for 5th year. He was, “why do you always dress so normally?” 
Because my work was already completely bonkers by that point. And I was like, “Well, 
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why shouldn’t I?” [laughs] 

 I [00:21:14] One more thing about the speculative proposals that you do – how much 
of  an importance does the experience of  the users in them? How much is it a sculptural 
exercise vs how much it is an experiential work. 

ANF [00:21:43] It’s interesting that you use the word sculptural as if  that’s not experien-
tial. It’s a very architectural thing to say. 

I [00:21:50] I suppose it is a different scale that I feel the difference is. 

ANF [00:21:57] The statue of  Liberty is a sculpture and it’s actually bigger than most 
buildings. Can you elaborate, because you see I have a problem with the distinction that 
you just made?

I [00:22:07] To me it’s an intuitive matter of  scale – you can work on a building’s form 
without ever considering what it would look on the inside. 

ANF [00:22:40] Well, I would never do that, that would be silly. The centre and the core 
of  all my works and investigations lie in tricky areas – one is the historical discourse of  
architecture and the discourse of  form, which I find very fascinating. The second one is 
identity issues and representation and taste, which all go together. And the third is sense 
and sensibility, and that’s probably first and foremost for me. I mean, I’m hypersensitive 
to the delights of  reality, I am just totally in raptures with things, physical things, with 
physical space that is sensuous. And I am hypersensitive to how it is perceived. Just now 
– there’s a project in Croydon just being finished, although they just fucked up one of  the 
installations. It is ground art, and there is one other artist who did a big commission on 
the high street in Croydon. On paper this thing looks amazing, it’s super-rich and com-
plex. And then they put it on the ground and it’s just too rich and complex, so you don’t 
see any of  it. It’s just lost in perspective, you know, you’re not in a drawing. And mine 
look overly simple in plan, but then they’ve just been put down and they look spectacular, 
because it was very much thought about how they look in perspective – these things are 
on the ground. You have to very much balance the level of  detail and colour and infor-
mation based on the person, their movements, where their eyes are, the amount of  light 
that’s going to be all around them. So if  I do sculpture it is thought about in that way; if  
I do space, it is thought about in that way, because it is never an abstract approach. There 
is sometimes and abstract element, if  possible it’s hovering in the background in terms 
of  the historical discourse of  form, but it’s never primary. That’s always the sensuality of  
space in relation to people.  






