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For over a decade, these publications have been an important component 

of the Graduate Program’s mission and commitment to the production of 

knowledge: to the construction of a critical space of research and debate 

for both students and faculty. In doing so, they have provided our students 

and faculty with unique opportunities to research and engage in a close 

intellectual dialogue with key figures in contemporary debate and practice.

The Graduate Sessions were conceived as a mechanism to facilitate unique 

opportunities to research and engage in a close intellectual dialogue with 

key figures in contemporary debate and practice.  Within this framework, 

our students scrutinized the work of those who were already shaping the 

field into which they were poised to enter.  Exhibitions were curated of 

the architects’ work, interviews with the architects were conducted by the 

students, and the subsequent publications illustrated these exchanges. 

The work of Sylvia Lavin, Anthony Vidler, Neil Denari, Peter Eisenman, 

Juan Herreros, Keller Easterling, and Teddy Cruz to name a few, has been 

brought to bear against the interests and inquisitions of our ambitious 

graduate student body. 

The Graduate Sessions publications record a complex process of idea 

exchange between students and their subjects of analysis, a dialogue that 

takes many forms; this subsequent document allows for critical reflection on 

the process as a whole. The main device for constructing this process is the 

construction of an exhibition space. 
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STEALTH.unlimited’s practice is centered on generating creative strategies 

that instigate the user to create its own space, and in the process to 

recognize or discover new potentials latent in the space or embedded within 

the use itself. The students’ strategy was to turn STEALTH into the actors 

of their own exhibition.  By appropriating STEALTH’s own tactics for spatial 

framing, STEALTH were recast as inhabitants, users alongside the visitors 

and communities who occupied the space through the installation’s cycle.  

The resulting space was less an exhibition as display or representation 

than a space as frame for multiple events. The content of the exhibition 

was not an object or series of objects, rather it was composed of a series 

of events that were carefully constructed in association with many groups 

across the university: theatre rehearsals and performances, art installations, 

religious ceremonies. The exhibition space was animated by what it 

allowed to happen. The events culminated with the dialogue that took place 

between students and STEALTH, documented and expanded here by the 

participants.

This publication also opened a space for STEALTH’s own voice and 

presence. The catalogue of works included is indicative of a practice deeply 

engaged with a political discourse. As the notion of the commons is central 

to the work of STEALTH, their project is to be understood as the exploration 

and execution of strategies for constructing a space that can escape the 

institutional definitions of the public, and can then engage in social and 

spatial practices where both script and form are essential to each other.

 

We believe that this publication, which is to be the last of the series, 

contributes in important ways in stimulating a debate about the political 

dimension of space. Each edition has examined a range of themes and 

radically different (if not divergent) methods and practices for approaching 

the expansion of architecture and urbanism’s relevance, with a particular 

interest in the relationship between architecture and politics: Dogma’s 

absolute architecture; Teddy Cruz’ political geographies; and now we 

culminate with STEALTH’s interest in scripting events as conditions for the 

construction of a non-institutional space.  To execute such projects from 

within an institution has been both a privilege and a challenge, one that must 

be made for the advantage and advancement of our students in specific and 

the discipline at large.
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Hamza Hasan
Elvira Ibramigova
Danielle Lax

A CONVERSATION 

with ANA DŽOKIĆ and 
MARC NEELEN of 

STEALTH.unlimited
Stealth’s modus operandi delegates the role of space-maker to 

the user, creating a participatory architecture. This kind of practice 

applies to multiple scales, from a gallery to an urban plan. By 

designing the exhibition in the mode of the architects’ work, 

STEALTH were asked to take on the role of the participant; the 

subjects of their own process, they were interviewed on the role 

of activist architecture: its scale, its constituents, its limits, and 

its possibilites. The interview took place on March 26, 2013 in 

the gallery of Slocum Hall at the Syracuse University School of 

Architecture.
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Elvira Ibramigova:  Today we want to have a conversation about 

the ideas of practice, authorship, and scale in the scope of the work of 

STEALTH, and here with us are Marc and Ana of STEALTH.unlimited. 

Looking at your body of work it is clear that STEALTH challenges normative 

modes of practice. Within many of projects authorship is to different degrees 

relinquished into the hands of other players, making your work very different 

from the normative idea in architecture. While it puts into question the role of 

the architect, it equally empowers the groups or individuals that inhabit these 

projects and spaces. Similarly we decided to design this exhibit around your 

practice as a framework to be used and changed by its various occupants.

Ana Džokić: We’re really thrilled with how this project went.  It all started 

from the idea to make an exhibition about our work, but we really like the take that 

you all took, to actually be inspired by some of the things that we did and make 

it into a project of your own, somehow embodying our ways of working. This was 

very inspiring for us, and an interesting process all together–where our work 

provided a backdrop for what you did.

Marc Neelen: We’re aware that you didn’t give yourself an easy time with this, 

[Laughter] having different groups coming in over a couple of weeks, working with 

them. That’s brave.
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Devising Space

Danielle Lax: In many of your projects such as Cut for Purpose, 

Archiphoenix, and (Dis)assembled you relinquish the final phase of design 

to the occupant. In these projects you use some sort of framework by which 

one can occupy an architecture made of an array of cardboard sheets, or 

of a set of configurable box storage units.  What drives these frameworks? 

How are the considerations for the “kit of parts” substantiated materially and 

theoretically? 

MN: There is a similarity between these projects in that they don’t fix what is 

to become the final spatial outcome, but rather respond to what is happening in 

a space whilst its inhabitation unfolds. In such an approach you don’t design so 

much the spatial context, but rather an architectural device from which a spatial 

setting can emerge. The point is that this allows for different groups and people 

to become participants in exploring an effective spatial setup, and that it allows for 

unscripted (or unimagined) occupations or uses to be given space. It is therefore 

in many ways a much more robust approach to the challenge of supporting 

activities to take place within an architectural context, as it can anticipate the yet 

unknown. But such an approach is also quite particular within the architectural 

practice, as it seeks for a factor of risk many architects try to avoid – either for 

concern of losing control over the form, or fear of inefficiency. 

 Let’s go back to the examples you mentioned, such as Cut for Purpose 

at Museum Boijmans van Beuningen in Rotterdam (2006), in which we used a 

massive cardboard grid as a spatial device that would be literally carved out by 

different people who would occupy that space for a period of three months. We 

had no guarantee that this would result in a useable space, or that it would deliver 

an aesthetically interesting result. These things were deliberately left open. Of 

course, we chose a material that allowed us to craft this openness. 

 In the other framework you mentioned we used plastic crates to make 

the spatial setup for ARCHIPHOENIX, the Dutch pavilion at the 2008 Venice 

Architecture Biennale. Generally, the biennale is a vast assemblage of exhibitions 

showcasing architecture. However, what we had in mind was not to make an 

exhibition, but to use the opportunity of so many interesting architects, spatial 

designers and thinkers coming together in one place to launch an international 

platform in order to discuss the capacities and social relevance of architecture 

today.

 This was to unfold during five days of discussions, round tables and 

interviews, involving about 70 contributors – while all of this would be live-edited, 

resulting in a video archive and a publication produced on the spot. Therefore, 

much had to depend on improvisation, both in terms of program and its spatial 

support. It had to be a living space, changing daily, or if necessary from hour to 

hour, as it was to adapt to the flow once the program had been set in motion.



Cut for Purpose, 2006.

(Dis)assembled, 2011.
(photo by Röda Sten)

ARCHIPHOENIX, 2008.
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 As each day had clearly different spatial demands, we concluded, with 

co-curator Saskia van Stein, “Okay, let’s just use spatial elements which allow an 

easy reconfiguration of the space.” I must say it was a nice idea and I think as a 

spatial experiment it worked well, but it was a bit of a hellish adventure to realize. 

[Laughter]  At the end of each day, once the program had finished and the space 

had been cleaned up, we would have to imagine and construct the setup for the 

next day. This made the commissioner, the Netherlands Architecture Institute, 

particularly nervous because there were no exact plans to rely on beforehand. 

So we had to convince them: “Be ready to take the risk, and from here on we will 

manage, one way or the other.”

EI: You mentioned the grid, and obviously the framework installed here 

in space played a huge part in how it is laid out. 

DL: Today we’ve asked you to take the role of designer and occupant of 

the interview space we are in now. Can you talk a little bit about the factors 

that went into its design and the experience within a role of singular spatial 

designer you likely don’t take too often?

AD: We had discussed before how we would approach this “challenge” you 

put in front of us, and we estimated that we first of all needed to get a sense 

of the space and the interactions that meanwhile had been to inscribed in it. 

Therefore, we refrained from coming up with ideas for the setup before arriving 

here, and decided to follow our intuition upon having sensed the “workings” of the 

space in real time.

 The spatial framework you designed has two important characteristics. 

First of all, you have chosen to offer to each of the respective users the same 

starting condition. While you map the spatial result (with tape, outlined on the 

floor) the spatial elements (boxes, screens) are all brought back to an initial cubic 

volume, before the next user takes the floor. This initial cubic volume is also used 

to project an exhibit with imagery of our previous projects and a loop of images 

from the previous weeks here. We decided to slightly deconstruct that volume, 

which resulted in a subtle and visually very attractive layering of imagery and 

space within the spatial boundaries of the cube. Second, you suggested a spatial 

direction to the subsequent spatial setups by having a grid hovering in the air. 

While staying within this logic, we decided to shift the direction of the space and 

open it up for the audience and us to be more connected.  In that way neutralizing 

a bit the centrality of the cubic volume too. It looks like it resulted in a quite 

pleasant setting for this occasion, and a nice wrap-up of the project.
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Contexts of Architecture

EI: In some ways your practice is architecture but in other ways it’s art. 

So where do you feel your practice falls on the spectrum between art and 

architecture, and how can experiments through art installations benefit a 

community in pragmatic ways?

AD: We consider all of our work integral to the domain of architecture. Still 

it can manifest itself in different contexts – from a research context, to urban 

or architectural settings, and to artistic or cultural contexts. Once we started 

tactically playing into them, we noticed that we could realize some of the projects 

and ideas that could hardly happen if they were regular works of architecture. 

What the art world offers is an environment to develop and realize projects in 

which you can do something unique, for which you do not have a proven previous 

excellence. This is usually more restricted in the world of architecture.

MN: I’ll give an example, one related to the notion of risk that we spoke 

about before. In the world of architecture risk is generally not much appreciated. 

Like if you would say to a client, “Okay, we’re heading to something potentially 

interesting, but there’s a probability that it will lead to nothing or the results 

will be quite different from anticipated.” This is not the position expected 

from an architect. In that sense the art world is more open, it actually values 

experimentation. So there is a line along which you can navigate where at some 

points you can allow for taking more risks, whether by affiliating more to a context 

of arts or culture, or to an architectural one.

AD: For instance, we developed a design for a pretty large schoolyard 

in Sweden, as an art project. The advantage of doing it this way was that we 

could cross certain limits and regulations that are in place once you do it as an 

architectural project. It was also interesting that in a project like this, different 

budgets could merge together. So a budget usually given for art in public space 

and the budget from the municipality would be put together, allowing to design 

a schoolyard in a way as an artwork, although it’s actually first and foremost a 

functional design.

Limited Lifespan Architectures

EI: It was interesting to us that impermanence is something that you 

focus on considering it’s something that most architects would avoid. You 

specifically build your projects to be temporary. We’re wondering if that’s 

just a condition that you found that you liked and fits your agenda, or if it’s 

something that you seek out strategically – that the temporary is the only 
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thing that you wish to design, and that’s where your ambitions lie.

MN: You’re right that we seek this strategically, as we do not relate to fixed 

outlined futures, blueprints, stuff like that, which has dominated the architecture 

and urban planning world for decades. Not only have these two fields become 

too slow in responding to today’s era; moreover we are convinced that their 

established approaches are not even desirable in terms of response to continually 

changing factors: economic, technologic, societal, and so on.

 When you shift away from thinking in terms of permanence, you 

get into a much more dynamic domain, which opens possibilities to see the 

urban environment as a continuous temporality. Of course, the conventional 

understanding of temporality within urban thinking changes its meaning 

through this. And I think it would be healthy to see it as such: not as a static 

environment but something which is constantly in flow, where you have to think 

of how that flow affects the environment or the performance requested from the 

environment. How do you relate to that architecturally, and how you can navigate 

that flow instead of trying to fix it or obstruct it through spatial parameters? That 

temporality is quite manifested in our work.

AD: Our interest in temporality actually got triggered when we joined the 

research project Urban Catalyst: a large-scale exploration of the potential of 

interim uses of vacant urban sites.1 This research was tied to a vast industrial site 

in Amsterdam’s northern district; a few kilometers of abandoned waterfront. When 

we started, in 2002, 2003, together with Milica Topalović, a huge former shipyard 
had just been turned into a sort of ‘interim’ test bed for a community of artists and 

craftsmen, about 250 people. It became the center of our of study, as it was clear 

to everyone (both the municipality as land owner, and the pioneer community) 

that this group of people was daring and resistant enough to kick start something 

on this barren industrial site. What this group of pioneers had started was 

impressive – a common endeavor to transform the 20,000 m2 main hall into 

workspaces. Inspired by some of the mega-structures envisioned by visionary 

architects decades ago, they envisioned a support structure that would span 

the entire interior space of the hall and would allow each of the “inhabitants” (or 

clusters of them) to plug their workspaces into it. Initially, the group was meant to 

use the hall for five years only, however considering the extent of the investments 

that had to be made both by this group and the Municipality (as a co-investor) a 

contract was negotiated for 10 years, and eventually extended to 25 years. Of 

course this was a remarkable endeavor, and we had been excited to witness it. 

And while observing the negotiations between the pioneers and the Municipality 

unfold, we suddenly realized the potential of introducing such user-generated 

development on a larger urban scale. In collaboration with the Municipality 

Amsterdam North, we took this hunch to a strategy of how such ‘interim’ user 

space could be applied across the five kilometers of abandoned industrial area 

1 Urban Catalyst was a European 

research project initiated in 

Berlin by Philipp Oswalt and 

Klaus Overmeyer from 2001 

to 2003. Generated by an 

international research team 

of ten European partners, it 

focused on urban development 

through temporary use made 

through a series of case studies 

in residual urban areas of 

Amsterdam, Berlin, Helsinki, 

Naples and ViennaIt. In 2013, 

together with Philipp Misselwitz, 

they published the book 

Urban Catalyst - The Power of 

Temporary Use that compiles 

more than 10 years of research 

and practice in this field.



Amsterdam North, 2003. 
The diagram shows 

possibilities for alternative 
programs to enter the 

redevelopment process 
during the 30-years interim 

space-time period.
(aerial photo by 

municipality of Amsterdam 
North (SDAN)
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NDSM wharf, the main 
hall, interior. 
Amsterdam North, 2003.
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surrounding the former shipyard during the 25 to 30 years of it re-development. 

We worked out the methodology AmsterdamNoord.tmp for interim use and 

construction to be a tool during the periods that land and buildings sit idle 

awaiting future development, with the intention of such interim uses weaving into 

the longer-term urban plans: in many ways a meeting of top-down and bottom-up 

urban strategies and actors. Of interest is that at that time, similar strategies were 

being developed across Europe – particularly in Berlin, which already featured 

many temporary, self-initiated urban uses that had a potential to be included in 

long-term urban strategies.2

 Hence, in 2009 we were approached by a think-tank on interim uses to 

rethink the very notion of interim. By that time, a whole lot of interim use initiatives 

had appeared, been analyzed, and often turned into urban redevelopment 

manuals. It was also the moment in which the contours of the 2008 economic 

crash started to get palpable in the urban sphere, in response to which many 

actors – being commercial developers or municipal authorities – sought respite 

in the idea of the interim to patch their stalled development schemes. Looking at 

a range of examples, what we realized is that owners of the properties and lands 

2 e.g.  Haus des Lehrers 

(Teacher’s House), a large 

institutional building close 

to Alexanderplatz, was from 

1999 to 2001 leased-out on 

a temporary basis by the local 

government. In this short period 

of time, a strong community 

of users in the start-up offices 

and studios for the cultural 

sector of Berlin was formed. 

After an attempt to acquire the 

building for long-term use, the 

government forced them out, 

and they collectively moved to 

two new locations.



NDSM wharf, slipway and 
the main hall, exterior. 

Amsterdam North, 2003.
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would mostly be the largest beneficiaries of the process. For one, as there is no 

transparent approach or way of dealing with users who invest “capital” other than 

financial – think of symbolic capital, social capital, or other non-monetized forms 

of capital. If you’re investing your time doing things, even constructing things, as 

soon as the interim period is over, you are usually, without much gratitude, kicked 

out.

 Thus we became interested in this problematic mechanism of exchange 

and the question of whether there is something that can help those who enter 

the interim. So, with Iris de Kievith, we developed a Constitution for the Interim, a 

semi-legal document to say, “People put a lot of stake in such temporary projects, 

and maybe we should take a good look at how this is done – and undone, at the 

end of those projects.” 

MN: How do you divide or share the value generated? Imagine you are the 

owner of an empty warehouse; you ask or allow a couple of artists or architects 

to come in, to use it cheaply, for a limited period in a far from comfortable, non-

renovated state. Their presence raises the value of the property, so once you 
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tell them goodbye (or kick them out, usually), why not to sit around the table 

and say, “Okay, when we started it had this value. When we finished it was that 

much greater. Shall we share it somehow in a fair manner and go our ways happy 

altogether?” This was one of the things we discussed through the Constitution. Of 

course property owners are less open to this sort of discussions.

Hamza Hasan: With Cultural Development Node No.1 in Moravia, one 

of the most challenging neighborhoods of Medellín (Colombia), you treat 

the space of temporality as a vessel for having cultural programs help to 

decentralize an overly dense population. What if these structures remained 

and the community of Moravia starts to rely on these nodes in such a way 

that demolition and rebuilding isn’t even an option? How does the character 

of a design, intended to be temporary, change once it’s been rendered 

permanent within the community?

MN Before answering this last part, one has to understand why temporality 

in this occasion is a good starting point, at least.

 With Cultural Development Node No.1 we’re speaking about an 

extension to a cultural center in which we have been involved with a larger team, 

initiated by el puente_lab3 – it’s not just our design. Working there, we found 

out that it’s probably better not to extend the actual building of the cultural 

center itself, but to spatially disperse its potentials and capacities throughout the 

neighborhood. That completely changed the nature of the project.

 Next, we realized we had to work for a neighborhood that is changing 

rapidly in a city that is changing rapidly. Only a couple of years back, Moravia 

was one of the most violent areas of the city, where police or municipal 

authorities would not go into. It had a very fragile social structure, dominated 

by gang elders and gang rivalry. This has changed significantly in just a short 

time. The neighborhood is gaining confidence, the city had come in to work 

with the neighborhood and invest in it, and the people of Moravia feel that their 

neighborhood is slowly being recognized as a genuine part of the city. This shift 

has taken place in a very short time. So from the beginning we were aware that 

what’s maybe right to do or install in such a context today, in five or ten years 

possibly won’t make sense anymore – reality will have surpassed it in many 

ways.

 Therefore, we had to come up with something that could adapt to the 

changing reality and need in this neighborhood. One way to answer this has been 

to think of a moveable, spatially dispersed strategy that can interact deeply in 

the neighborhood. By being moveable, it can be brought to a different site if that 

proves necessary in a couple of years. But equally, in five years the neighborhood 

might face completely different challenges that have to be answered through 

different means, and by that time the current functions of the Node might not 

3 el puente_lab is a platform for 

artistic and cultural production 

active in Medellín, Colombia. 

By involving artists and 

experts through international 

cooperation, el puente_lab 

develops cultural projects on a 

local level that initiate, facilitate, 

and/or accompany processes 

of education, communication, 

urban and social transformation.



Cultural Development 
Node No. 1, 2011.

(photo by Andres Galeano)
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be necessary anymore. That said, it is very difficult to think of what would be a 

permanent form for this – therefore, it has never been conceived as such. The 

structure is made in such a way that it is adaptable with the locally available tools 

and materials. So, if it becomes an obstacle for the community, they should be 

able to do away with it.

AD: And if they decide that keeping it as a permanent structure is the right 

thing to do, then that’s of course the right thing to do.

EI: We’re talking about the Cultural Development Node No.1 also as a 

political space, and the dimension on which this manifests itself is spatial as 

well as temporal, indeed allowing for it to vanish and lead to something else 

and just act as a catalyst. Do you feel that political space can only really 

free itself from authoritative ideology by being temporary?

MN: It has to be in the same timeframe as the condition in which it exists 

– and therefore responsive to the political. In this specific case, in Medellín, 



28

it’s not the question whether that space is or should be temporal. It is the only 

way in which it can be. Cultural Development Node No.1 is an extension of a 

large cultural center, which is definitely not meant to be temporal. It’s a really 

beautifully designed and strong community place. But what we were doing, 

trying to respond very locally to what is going on in the neighborhood, is really an 

approach of temporality.

The Faculties of Architecture

EI: We’re trained to think of the built world in terms of boundaries. It 

seems through your practice you are challenging this understanding, to 

come to a different framing of architecture and its relation to the built world. 

How do you define a practice in architecture today, and how does the actual 

work impact the trajectory of a practice?

AD: I don’t know if we can speak in general but we can say this for ourselves. 

I was born and had lived in Belgrade until I finished my studies in 1998, and 

while the world around me, and my school of architecture, was changing rapidly, 

the faculty didn’t respond to the reality of that changing world. At school we were 

doing the usual projects for buildings but outside, just across the street from the 

school for instance, the city went “wild”: people were selling goods on car hoods, 

building things without permits, without architects – simply responding to an 

urgency. Many of the institutions collapsed or became dysfunctional, following 

the split-up of Yugoslavia. They no longer provided housing, there were no goods 

in the shop, and something like a public sphere had become an incompatible 

term. People basically responded to this by taking things into their own hands, 

with authorities tolerating this to avoid a revolt. The city was “mushrooming”. 

Some 200,000 constructions without legal documents got built in a period of 

about seven or eight years. To my astonishment, no one spoke about this at 

school. Around the same time, in 1997, the Association of Belgrade Architects 

made a manifesto condemning the illegal extension of buildings, while the people 

involved in making such extensions were trying to provide themselves with a 

space to live in a situation of urgency. For me it was obvious this manifesto was an 

act of desperation, entirely out of sync with reality.

 This discrepancy and schizophrenic relation of the architectural 

education and practice towards the reality “out there” on the street deeply 

shaped STEALTH’s ways of thinking and working. We became interested in the 

question: how can we change our position towards this? How can we get closer 

to interacting with such a reality? Although Belgrade provided an extreme case 

through which this discrepancy became painfully evident, we soon understood 

that the difficulty for the profession to find a position in today’s societal context is 

global one rather than a local one.



Wild City. 
Street Trade Series, 2000.

(including photos by 
a/o Dejan Vasović, Bas 

Princen and students of 
the Faculty of Architecture, 

Belgrade)
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 And there, from that point, we decided to engage with that reality and let 

it literally shape our way of working. We took the stance that our engagement has 

to be responsive and go back and forth between people, space, and institutions. 

That is the role that we took. Sometimes we are those people and sometimes 

we are the institution in this, but mostly we are somewhere in between, moving 

between these positions.

EI: Can your methods be viewed as utopian or revolutionary? Can they 

be viewed as criticism to the isolated nature of architectural practice today?

HH: Might we also just more broadly considerate it radical?

MN: It’s neither revolutionary nor utopian – although there might be no 



Wild City, Urban Genetics 
Diagram, 2000.

30

reason to object to being that. Still, it critiques the profession itself. There is 

good reason for that: architecture to a considerable degree is the source of 

or contributes to the so-called “financial” crisis we now have. The logic of the 

profession is largely based on maximizing the real estate bubble, which has 

become one of the main sectors of economy in general and to a substantial 

degree forms (or formed) the urban economy. It is in fact the economy of 

producing urbanity itself. I think there lies within the field of architecture a 

responsibility to face that. That proves, of course, to be very hard. And to some 

degree, almost utopian.

 If you look at the Netherlands – one of the locations we operate from – 

over a third of our colleagues lost their jobs in the last few years. Many of them 

are basically hoping for good old times to come back again, which means that 

this sector opts for a permanent form of instability. If you look at the graph of the 

economy, it’s no mystery. It’s just going up and down and up and down. There is 

either no will or no capacity to break out of that. This is a particularly depressing 

position. In our work there is a degree of criticism towards that. And I think that, 
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if we understand that the urban economy has become very important, we as 

citizens, and not just by chance in our position as professionals, should have a 

profound say in that economy. That’s one of the reasons why we want to bring 

the involvement in thinking about what that urban space and that future of urban 

economy should be back to its largest user group – we, the citizens of these 

urban environments. We are glad that the number of colleagues thinking this way 

has been growing!

Scalability

HH: I think we have an understanding of your methods and what informs 

your methods; what you’re responding to. While one can easily grasp what 

you do at very specific scales – because your projects are well documented 

– we have been left wondering how your methods can be deployable on 

multiple scales or perhaps on scales that they weren’t already conceived at? 

And can the lessons learned here translate to an urban strategy?

AD: While it may be difficult to upscale or downscale in a sort of carbon-

copy manner, it is often possible to deduce certain concepts or strategies that 

can be scalable. For that to work out, you need to develop a more systemic 

understanding of the urban phenomena at stake. This is extremely exciting 

and valuable. We realized that while doing the long-term research Wild City, on 

the non-planned urban developments in Belgrade during the late 1990s and 

early 2000s, of which we spoke about before. At first, all these informal urban 

interventions look like a massive chaotic attack on the urban landscape as we 

know it. Their shear scale and messiness make it very discouraging to attempt to 

grasp it. Soon, while doing this research with Milica Topalović and Ivan Kucina, we 
understood we had to go beyond how things look, to enter how things work. At 

that moment we came across the book “Out of Control” by Kevin Kelly.5 In that 

stunning manifesto, he explains the basic principles behind seemingly chaotic 

organizations and events in the natural world. Somehow we got the hunch to port 

these principles from the natural to the urban world, and suddenly we caught a 

glimpse of how to read that urban “chaos” in a much more profound way. We took 

it a step further and worked for a couple of years dissecting the stages of this 

non-planned urban development. Finally, we decided to test our understanding 

through a software-simulation of street trade – one of those phenomena that 

mapped the city by testing out locations, but equally had a large impact on the 

physical development through commercial facilities that emerged in the wake of 

it, both small scale and large scale. This all helped us to understand how a mass 

of dispersed small actors can form an unusual coalition with larger institutional 

forces to have a powerful impact on the city. As with Kevin Kelly’s principles, 
these findings are to a large degree scalable.

5 The last chapter of Kelly’s 

book, The Nine Laws of God, 

is a distillation of the nine 

common principles that all 

life-like systems share.

Kevin Kelly, Out of Control: 

The New Biology of 

Machines, Social Systems, 

and the Economic World. 

(Reading, Addison-Wesley, 

1994).
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MN: You develop an intuition for how things work, how they play out, how 

certain negotiations can be done, how certain coalitions can be made. Although 

ecologies of actors can work on different scales from small to vast, they do not 

necessarily span between these scales. Interestingly, such knowledge is hardly 

part of the toolkit of architects, urban planners, or urban strategists.

Shared Authoring

DL: You make a very definitive statement about how architects disservice 

themselves from the way the profession is run. By doing so we limit our 

scope, and there’s so much more if you work with communities. One could 

however argue that you diminish the profession by allowing almost anyone to 

play architect.

MN: It’s a quite peculiar question, whether we “diminish the profession” by 

handing over a part of our skills and capacities to a community. First of all it 

should be in our interest to spread our skills and proliferate our expertise. This 

enables others to communicate with us on a more equal level, or in other words 

to have more “enlightened” conversations with our “clients” or our partners. That 

should clearly be in our benefit. Our profession lags behind in distributing design 

and design skills, not only among colleagues but also in crossing them over to 

other professionals and most importantly to the people who, in the end, are going 

to be using the spaces we design. I guess this has to do with the difficulty among 

architects to step away from the idea you have to be this genius designer, which 

has this one great idea that is taken into development. If we look around, in other 

disciplines or industries, it appears to be a very old-fashioned idea. In a world 

rapidly moving towards distributed innovation and capacities, we stand out rather 

awkwardly by relying on the fiction of individual genius. Of course, we all know it’s 

not about one genius stroke of the brush after which 200 people try to figure out 

desperately what that thing actually meant. We all know it is a complex profession. 

It needs a lot of people, and I think it’s good if some of our skillsets can be 

handed to other people after which we can collaborate with them in a much more 

advanced way. This transfer is only in our benefit and will help us to further our 

field, much like the open-source approach has rapidly advanced certain fields of 

digital technology. In the end, we’re in this all together.

DL: You are trying to break down this barrier, but are there moments 

when you think the community has fallen short of your expectations? Is there 

a limit to the capacity of the community?

AD: There is a limit, which we understood through the Wild City research 

on urban interventions in Belgrade. We observed, mapped and made a huge 
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database of what people did. But one of the things that we realized is that it’s very 

difficult for them to join together and do things that have to be done in common. 

It’s easy to do things individually, but how to connect and do things that are of 

importance for a larger group or for the overall community? That part is difficult. 

We became really interested in that.

DL: How do you choose the authors themselves and how many do you 

include before it gets too convoluted? There are limits to what communities 

can do, so one might assume that there’s also a limit to how many people 

you could have working together to produce something.

MN: I think it is possible to work with fairly large communities and from our 

experience it could be any group, but they have to get introduced to the idea of 

shared authoring. Even more important is the amount of time you’re granted to 

work together. If you have a substantial amount of time to enter a dialogue, you 

can address more complex challenges. I think the involvement you are capable to 

dedicate is more the limit rather than an absolute number or range of participants.

AD: I can give some examples. For instance, when we did the project (Dis)-

assembled in collaboration with Röda Sten art space in Gothenburg (Sweden), 

we invoked a participatory testing of possible uses of an area in the city by 

providing a space full of materials. Different groups of people could, for two and 

a half months, come and use these materials to build things outdoors. A few 

hundred people participated in this project.

MN: To have this large number of people stepping in meant that we carefully 

had to decide the point at which to withdraw ourselves and leave the project 

to the art center and the ad-hoc community of regular users, neighboring kids, 

skaters, or intrigued visitors. Once we handed it over and left, the routine where 

we are considered the professionals to be consulted on what is to be done 

was over. From there on the arts space and the community realized they had to 

handle it. The project became theirs and at that moment it was not difficult to 

have hundreds of people contribute. If we stayed, we would have been a block for 

something like that.

AD: Somewhere in the end of the 2012, within the Who Builds the City 

initiative, together with Cultural Center Rex and Marko Aksentijević, we kick-
started the project Smarter Building to re-introduce affordable cooperative 

housing in Belgrade. In the beginning we were aiming to get as many people as 

possible, and we sent a wide call for people to join this. About 40 people showed 

up. Luckily at that point not more, as we realized that if we really want to give a 

voice to everyone, this is about the size of a group in which people can really 

communicate. Therefore we decided to stay with this size of the group for the 
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first part of the project, which conceptualizes a possible model of economically 

sustainable housing. Once this group figures out the model, the process can 

be wide open to anyone interested. So, it depends at which stage you want to 

engage people in a project, and then how much you want them, as a friend of 

ours remarked, to be a part of crafting the project’s “code”.

Commons Perspectives

HH: I wanted to first sum up what we’ve talked about so that we set 

ourselves up for some conclusive remarks. Your work contends with a very 

specific problem in the field of architecture, in that there is a disconnect 

between the architect and the community. We think you would say 

communities need a stronger hand in building a common space for one 

another, to such that the individual has some sort of spatial agency. As such, 

where do you see the trajectory of your work going? You just mentioned the 

option for more physical and permanent work like housing. Do you think that 

you might start pursuing that, or will you allow your investigations to remain, 

advocating the capacity of individuals or groups to shape their environment?

MN: One thing we found out about our practice, and it is probably strongly 

linked to the two of us, to who we are, is that once we plan things it generally 

doesn’t work. [Laughter] Many of the things we’re working with found us instead, 

and then we decided whether to take them on or not. That said, we have had a 

growing awareness over the last couple of years that the type of practice we 

are usually affiliated with – dealing with issues of temporality, engaging with 

communities – has moved from the periphery of the profession closer what is 

becoming increasingly mainstream and fashionable, at least in Europe, and likely 

beyond. And that is not necessarily a good message since it’s actually not our 

objectives that have become mainstream, but rather the sort of “feel and touch” 

connected with such practices. That “feel and touch” of makeshift, of groups of 

people doing things, is something many find very appealing, without necessarily 

being interested in the underlying mechanisms and principles. We got concerned 

about that and concluded that we should start more actively impacting the world 

around us. The housing issue is huge in the United States, since the so-called 

“mortgage crisis”, but also in Belgrade where affordable housing for a large 

part of the population is a utopia. And that’s why we decided that if there is an 

area where we could have an impact – among many different areas where you 

could work as an architect – it is the issue of housing – an affordable and non-

speculative one.

AD: In addition to this, there is another strand strengthening in our work. In 

the last few years, we have been exploring the notion of urban commons: how 



(Dis)assembled, storage of 
materials, 2011.

(Dis)assembled, community 
construction, 2011.
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communities form, and how they can manage certain resources and spaces 

collectively. Commons and commoning have been gaining momentum. A lot 

of people intuitively understand that there needs to be a much more direct 

connection between citizens and the cities they are living in. Strangely enough, 

it seems we have collectively lost this capacity. Well over a century ago, a lot of 

work had been done setting up citizens’ initiatives to collectively address the 

main existential issues in our lives: how we live, how we feed ourselves, how we 

work… At that time, a strong co-operative movement emerged that did ground-

breaking work and truly took things into common hands.6 Now, a century later, 

there is again a necessity to take things into common hands in domains of energy 

generation, housing, food production and many other fields where we can add 

to our own resilience as communities. Urban commons explore this. While in 

conventional commons (like the natural commons) there is a lot of expertise, 

commons in an urban setting have seen little development for decades – until 

quite recently. It is an important challenge to explore what those contemporary 

commons can be, and how they can be brought to a substantial impact on the 

cities we live in. 

MN: As a practice, we are most interested in developing viable models that 

can be furthered by architects and communities, rather than to move into the 

spatial production for collectives or commoners. We think that once we figure out 

such models there will be other challenges on our way that are to be dealt with, 

and there are a lot of our colleagues who are more skillful in transferring such 

models into the more mainstream practice. I think that’s where I see our trajectory 

going.

Ways of Getting There

Martin Hättasch: It seems you consider that informal, or “stealth-like” 

architecture as one of the ways to address a spatial agency for communities, 

citizens or, if you will, public. At the same time there has been a reemergence 

of the big gesture in recent years. I think of Pier Vittorio Aureli with Dogma, 

and others, trying to reinvent the big gesture as a way to say something we 

cannot.7 They would probably say about your practice, “Is that all that’s left 

for us to do?” How do you respond to that kind of criticism? How do you see 

yourself in relation to that other kind of project that would probably claim to 

do the very same thing that you’re doing. 

MN: Naturally, both types of practice are not shy of drafting daring or 

challenging future perspectives. And although both in that respect might have 

similar appeal, they are in many ways incomparable. This does not have to do with 

6 The industrial revolution 

sparked a rise of co-operatives 

as people moved from farms 

into the rapidly expanding 

cities and met with difficulties 

in providing themselves 

with affordable food and 

accomodation. They elected 

to pool their resources and 

organise themselves in co-

operative structures. Within 

a few decades, this grew to 

thousands of members involved 

in different fields of action, 

many of which remain active, 

such as co-operative housing.

7 Dogma is an office focusing on 

urban design and large-scale 

projects founded in Brussels, 

Belgium, in 2002. One of 

the founding members, Pier 

Vittorio Aureli, authored the 

book “Possibility of an Absolute 

Architecture” (MIT Press, 

2011). The work of Dogma was 

featured in the 2011 Syracuse 

Graduate Sessions.
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a difference in bigness per se, because a city made through the involvement of its 

many citizens has an immense impact. What lacks in our practice, and may be the 

key feature of those seeking grandeur, is the vast gesture of a visually dominating 

architecture. The history of architecture – and of its intellectual development – is 

rich with such a visual language, and the most clever forms of it do not yearn for 

the totalitarian conditions that allow such architectures to be installed, but are 

amazingly well thought forms of critique of it, like Superstudio’s work, almost half 

a century ago, for instance.8 

 I like to understand such practices in line with the last, with thinking on 

a rather academic or conceptual level, internally critiquing what the profession 

possibly could be about, without necessarily being too occupied with the reality 

on the ground. I enjoy the drawings they produce, but I read them almost as 

graphic work. And I think that this quality brings up the particular discussions, the 

questions to which you are referring.

AD: Grand gestures, like those of Dogma, fit the kind of society that we 

don’t have (anymore). We don’t have the central power to realize projects of this 

kind. The question therefore is, if these projects are utopian in their search for 

that central power that would be able to execute them? In contrast to this, the 

projects that we work on are dealing with the reality of today. We are part of a 

quite messy and fragmented world, and there are all sorts of conflicting elements 

determining our life in the environments we live in. We want to claim that life and 

its territory back. From whatever miniature scale possible, it can grow larger when 

more people get together and unite their powers. I hope for a better future that 

does not come from longing for a centralized change projected upon citizens, 

but from bottom-up change projected by citizens. Still in order for us, the citizens 

to get together, there is a framework necessary, that allows lifting the energy 

and resources of individuals to a collective level. This is why more and more 

people see commons, its concept and practice, as a new (or better re-discovered) 

narrative for our times. 

Francisco Sanin: I’m interested in these practices where people are 

incorporated, at least not officially but institutionally, in creating new 

dynamics and new synergies, in bringing actors enabled to perform in the 

space. I’m quite fascinated by how that begins to construct an ideal public – 

not a public space in terms of gelatos or cappuccinos but actually a political 

space as a place of confrontation, as a place for you to create. We’re here in 

a very institutional space. The gallery has glass, is exposed, and we have an 

audio recording. You’ve been invited by an academic institution to perform an 

event. So the question then comes, “What do you expect to get from it?” How 

do you see your role in this exchange that we’re proposing by talking about a 

mode of practice that doesn’t necessarily feed what many of these guys are 

here to obtain, which is a degree, to go out and make a little money, make 

8 The architecture group 

Superstudio was founded in 

Florence, Italy (1966 - 1978). 

Instead of settling their hope 

in an absolute architecture, 

Superstudio stated that 

“…if design is merely an 

inducement to consume, 

then we must reject design; 

if architecture is merely 

the codifying of bourgeois 

model of ownership and 

society, then we must reject 

architecture; if architecture 

and town planning is merely 

the formalization of present 

unjust social divisions, 

then we must reject town 

planning and its cities… until 

all design activities are aimed 

towards meeting primary 

needs. Until then, design 

must disappear. We can 

live without architecture…” 

(Adolfo Natalini, 1971).
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important buildings? How do you see that changed?

MN: By talking with you and with this group we also better understand our 

own practice. It’s a unique situation where you have a group of people engaging 

with your work – and by now they possibly know much better about our 

development, about our own small moments of “genius”, and where we entirely 

missed the boat. That is very interesting. We learned something from that, and the 

other way around, we expect that our rather non-standard approach has opened 

some perspectives to the group here. Although institutions like the one here may 

give you the impression that there is a clear model of practice, in reality there are 

many deviant paths for those ready to take the challenge.

AD: And in that perspective, I think that our role is that of a virus. A few years 

ago a friend of ours invited us to give a talk to the first year students, on their very 

first day at the Faculty of Architecture in Belgrade. We asked him, “What’s the 

purpose of it?” He told us “to confuse them, and show there are different paths 

one can take.” So we said, “Okay, if that’s the objective then we can perform it.” 

And this is important: these students got inspired because they saw something 

else than what they expected architecture could be. They also got some of the 

energy we transmitted. And in a way I hope that energy is something we have 

been also able to transmit here.
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Included here are briefs for the STEALTH.unlimited projects that 

are scrutinized through the course of the interview.  For further 

information on each project, and for additional projects, please visit 

their website: stealth.ultd.net

STEALTH.unlimited projects

discussed

in order of appearance
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Cut for Purpose explored the relation between curators, artists, audience, 

museum and the city, through a spatial structure and a transformative 

process set within it. In 2006, for almost three months, a grid of more 

than man-sized cardboard panels – a “spatial processor” of sorts – filled 

a 600 square meter gallery space of Museum Boijmans van Beuningen 

in Rotterdam, Netherlands. Within this structure, over time spaces were 

purpose-cut to house a writer’s workspace, a residency for an art collective, 

a workshop for product designers, a video room, a sound room, a meeting 

table, a garden, a film set... Without having a spatial layout made in advance, 

the excavation of the space was set-off by a few simple spatial guidelines. 

Each week, a volume of cardboard available for cutting was to be released 

and divided amongst the activities that are in immediate need of (extra) 

space, thus exploring the potentials of the gallery and challenging the 

relations between those active in the space. 

Made on the invitation of Stadsredactie (Annemartine van Kesteren, Patricia 

Pulles and Bregje van Woensel), in collaboration with Mario Campanella and 

with participation of over fifteen individuals or groups.
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Cut for Purpose
Museum Bojimans van Beuningen

Rotterdam, Netherlands

2006
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With ARCHIPHOENIX – Faculties for Architecture, the Dutch Pavilion at 

the 2008 Architecture Biennale in Venice was turned into a weeklong stage 

for research and debate focusing on the multiple capacities and capabilities 

of architecture – beyond building. This endeavor was triggered by the 

burn-down of the Faculty of Architecture in Delft (May 13, 2008). That 

September, right at the verge of the global financial crisis, for six days the 

project took the opportunity to engage the vast network of architects and 

other professionals present during the opening period of the Biennale to 

rethink what architecture and its education should be about. The focus was 

given by five prompts: how we work, why we make, for whom we make, what 

we make and what it takes to make (and un-make). This opened discussions 

towards principles of collaborative work, social sustainability, the shift from 

working for those with power to those that need empowerment, practicing 

beyond artifacts and challenging the postulates of sustainability. The 

process resulted in a set of publications, produced on-site. 

Made on the invitation of Netherlands Architecture Institute and in 

collaboration with curator Saskia van Stein, an editorial team and about 70 

participants.
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ARCHIPHOENIX
Dutch Pavilion, Architecture Biennale

Venice, Italy

2008
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Urban developments processes are characterized by extensive planning 

and implementation timelines, which are affected by all sorts of 

uncertainties (economic, programmatic, etc.). To complicate matters, they 

often lack a sensitive relation to the available characteristics of the site and 

its potential users, making them even less robust and adaptable. With this 

in mind, and an actual long-term development at hand, the municipality of 

Amsterdam North (SDAN), Netherlands, in 2002 commissioned a strategic 

proposal to pair forms of temporary use with the overall redevelopment 

plan for the brownfields at the northern IJ-embankment in Amsterdam. In 

AmsterdamNoord.tmp, temporary use is integrated into all the stages of 

the new city development – being able to adapt its function and position 

during the course of the long-term development process. The temporary 

users give initiation to and dynamics for the development of a vital cultural, 

economic and social environment. 

Made within the EU research Urban Catalyst, and in collaboration with Milica 

Topalović.
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AmsterdamNoord.tmp
Amsterdam North, Netherlands

2002-2003
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The interim – the time in which land or buildings await a new designation 

– is often seen as the last bit of leeway in urban development: as yet 

a partially unexplored and unexploited void pioneered by adventurous 

citizens, artists and the more. Since the 2000s however, temporary use 

increasingly has come into the scope of city development professionals as 

a low-cost marketing strategy and value lever. Therefore, roughly a decade 

after the proliferation of the so-called ‘creative class’ by Richard Florida, 

it became high time to put things in perspective. Mockingly using a semi-

juridical and semi-policy language, the Constitution for the Interim (2009) 

defines the interim as an autonomous and finite entity in space and time, 

from which the benefits have to be shared. Considering that the use of the 

interim is based on unique combinations of unequal partners (regarding 

their level of authority, legal status, investment capacity, available time for 

investment, pioneering spirit, etc.) it challenges those partners to clearly 

(upfront) define what their contribution and benefit in each specific case can 

be. 

Made on the invitation of Laboratory for the Interim in Transvaal, The Hague, 

Netherlands, and in collaboration with Iris de Kievith.
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Constitution for 

the Interim
Netherlands

2009
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Cultural Development Node No. 1 is a test case for decentralizing cultural 

community development programs into Moravia, one of the poorest 

neighborhoods of Medellín, Colombia – an area with extreme social and 

environmental challenges. The Node is an extension to the highly successful 

Cultural Development Center of Moravia (CDCM) realized in 2011. As 

the neighborhood is based on a crude recycling economy, naturally these 

locally available reclaimed materials have been adopted for the project, 

and the spaces completed with the skills of local craftsmanship. In this way 

the design process got inverted, starting from the found materials that 

vary on a day-to-day basis (packaging leftovers from local industry, plastic 

crates and containers, metal parts, etc.). The Node consists of three spatial 

units: a reading space for children, an arts and crafts workshop, and a 

multi-functional terrace for events made out of a disposed bus. With its no-

nonsense design, flexibility of use, and its strong aesthetics, the Node is the 

first space of its kind in the neighborhood and in Medellín. 

Concept and design team: Ana Džokić, Marc Neelen, María Camila Vélez, 
Yesenia Rodríguez, Juan Esteban Sandoval, Alejandro Vasquez Salinas, and 
teachers and students from the Architecture Faculty of Universidad Nacional 

de Colombia, Medellín (Jorge Alberto Arango, Cesar Augusto Muñoz Toro, 
Jenny Paola Sierra, José León Gómez, German Tamayo).

Made on invitation of CDCM, and in a collaboration headed by artists and 

designers collective el puente_lab.
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Cultural Development

Node No. 1
Cultural Development Center of Moravia (CDCM)

Moravia Neighborhood

Medellín, Colombia

2010-2011
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Wild City is a research into “wild” – non-planned and barely regulated – 

processes of urban transformations. Starting from the drastic changes 

in the urban structure of the city of Belgrade during the 1990’s, when 

many of the functions and services of the city (housing, commerce, public 

transport, etc.), previously provided by institutions collapsed (as a result 

of the surrounding war and externally imposed economic sanctions) and 

had to be reinvented. The project tried to identify the internal logic of those 

urban transformations and investigate how to describe their seemingly 

chaotic occurrence and impact in a systemic way. The supposition is that by 

extracting mechanisms of transformation processes, the strength already 

available in many bottom-up actions can be involved and coordinated 

through design strategies that would allow combination of a bottom-up and 

planned urban development. 

Made through a research at the Berlage Institute, Amsterdam, in 

collaboration with Milica Topalović and Ivan Kucina, and including 
contributions in creating a transformation database by numerous students of 

the Faculty of Architecture, Belgrade. 
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Wild City
Belgrade, Serbia

1999-2001
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The focus of this exhibition-turned-intervention is the surrounding area 

of the art space Röda Sten Konsthall in Gothenburg, Sweden, and its 

not-yet-planned surrounding. While the urban development of the city is 

encroaching upon the terrain around the Konsthall, the many citizens that 

daily use this popular part of the harbor landscape have been left without 

say. With (Dis)assembled, the possibility has been tested to turn the making 

of the city into a common effort and literally take it into “our” hands. For 

three summer months in 2011, numerous people joined in physically 

transforming the site, and exploring potentials of assembling and assembly. 

In the “exhibition” on the floor of Röda Sten’s main exhibition space, people 

could find materials and equipment to go ahead and give space to their 

ideas through a direct, think-on and hands-on format. This has brought 

hundreds of citizens to test and express their ideas out on the terrain, and 

symbolically claim public recognition in doing so. 

Made on invitation and in collaboration with Röda Sten Konsthall, curator Edi 

Muka and numerous citizens.
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(Dis)assembled
Röda Sten Konsthall
Gothenburg, Sweden

2011
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The dramatic changes in the housing policy in Belgrade, Serbia (like a 

radical privatization of the housing stock and opening of the field of housing 

for speculative real-estate developments) that occurred during the last two 

decades have left an increasing part of the population with an impossibility 

to resolve their housing situation. The initiative Smarter Building explores 

models that could provide a breakthrough to this deadlock. At the core of 

it is a collective citizens’ engagement, and a pushing of the limits of what 

can be done through do-it-ourselves: development, financing, constructing 

and more. In a bit over a year since its inception in the end of 2012, 

Smarter Building has ventured into issues of acquisition or long-term lease 

of ground, of social and economic sustainability for an unequal group of 

participants, and is currently exploring the feasibility of three housing 

models that could answer the challenges on three subsequent locations in 

the city of Belgrade. 

Made within the Who Builds the City platform, co-initiated with Marko 

Aksentijević and Cultural Center Rex in 2010, and developed with a large 
group of participants and external consultants.
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Smarter Building
Who Builds The City platform

since 2012











In recent years architectural discourse has veered away from the perennial 

question: “What is architecture?” in favor of asking the maybe more 

adequate question: “What does architecture do?”1   This question has arisen 

primarily in response to a possibility of post-postmodernity, and largely with 

contemporary architecture concerned with a particular “affect”2. Though 

the discourse surrounding affect is still relatively raw and recent, one can 

also consider the different types of affect—the phenomenological, material, 

and political. One can broadly claim that the contemporary mode deals 

with doing and becoming more than being. If STEALTH.unlimited’s practice 

– at least on the surface – subscribes to this shift, the matter is further 

complicated in this case by tying the question of architecture’s sense of 

agency to a fundamental re-definition of the very role of the architect. 

STEALTH’s process breaks with the traditional architect-client model, 

escaping any existential definition for the discipline: facilitator, curator, 

organizer, negotiator – all of these roles are equally if not more important 

to STEALTH’s process than that of the traditional designer. In fact, quite 

often even this role is ‘forced’ upon the architects and clients themselves. 

By problematizing the ‘roles’ of architecture, STEALTH also embark on 

an investigation of the performance of architecture, but focusing on the 

performance of its politics.

How does one curate an exhibit for a practice whose architectural agency 

lies in the scripting of spatial events rather than lasting artifacts, whose 

very foundational principle is to not leave traces? From the early stages 

of designing the exhibition for the Graduate Sessions 14, we knew that 
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1 Bernard Tschumi’s seminal 

Architecture and Disjunction 

(part of which was excerpted 

for an essay in the collection 

What Is Architecture?) is 

perhaps a place to approach 

this turning point: “Architecture 

is not about the conditions 

of design, but about the 

design of conditions that will 

dislocate the most traditional 

and regressive aspects of our 

society and simultaneously 

reorganize these elements in 

the most liberating way, where 

our experience becomes the 

experience of events organized 

and strategized through 

architecture. Strategy is a key 

word in architecture today. 

No more masterplans, no 

more locating in a fixed place, 

but a new heterotopia. This 

is what our cities must strive 

towards and what we architects 

must help them to achieve by 

intensifying the rich collision of 

events and spaces.”

Bernard Tschumi,

Architecture and Disjunction. 

(Cambridge, MIT Press, 1996).  

p. 259.

Neutral Form, 

Active Space: 

Exhibiting STEALTH

Hamza Hasan & Martin Hättasch



rather than attempting to exhibit these temporary artifacts, we would 

have to fundamentally engage with their generational processes, to the 

point of emulating the work of STEALTH.unlimited. Previous Graduate 

Sessions exhibitions approached each architect’s body of work with a 

kind of critical re-presentation: the curation of the work positioned itself to 

underline the message of the content. These exhibitions cared about the 

content first and focused on a didactic delivery to an audience of mostly 

architectural ‘literates.’ In the case of STEALTH, this approach could almost 

immediately be ruled out. A practice that inherently questions the idea of 

an internal architectural circle of ‘literates’ in favor of a deliberate practice 

of public ‘space-making’ could hardly be made to fit any conventional 

exhibition paradigm without a major loss of substance along the way. The 

Graduate Sessions team thus entered a somewhat daring enterprise. 

We knew the most effective re-presentation would have to be sought in a 

live reenactment: a suppression of re-presentation in favor of a facilitation 

of agency. Presentation and re-presentation became one and the same. 

Space-making became content.

For Graduate Sessions 14, STEALTH adopted a relatively hands-off 

approach. Working more as consultants than designers, STEALTH often 

‘bounced ideas’ and gave feedback based on their experiences with their 

projects. These empirical reflections helped the graduate students decide 

based on feasibility, both in design ambitions and technical deliverability. As 

such, the Graduate Sessions team arrived at unique conclusions through a 

process similar—almost emulative—to STEALTH’s. This productivity was 

made possible more by STEALTH’s discursive attitude and willingness to 

share their design sensibility in a participatory architecture.

While constructing the exhibition, one of the undergraduate helpers asked, 

“Isn’t this postmodern if you’re copying what they’re doing?” Defending the 

answer “No” was not straightforward. The distinction between engagement 

and symbolism in this case is the experiential basis of the project. Copying 

a process is different from copying a form: though the form may appear 

similar, the agency of the form cannot be transposed. Since STEALTH’s 

work takes place across cities, inside galleries, and on the street, each 

project has its own context, and thus its own agency. The primary contextual 

activator is always the participant. It is not important to ask only who is 

involved in the decisions of space-making, it is more productive to ask if 

people are involved at all. Participation for STEALTH goes beyond a mere 

gesture: through their projects, they often address the very essence of the 

idea of publicness. Participation is often misunderstood by architects as a 

mere gesture, wheras what is essential ownership of space: To whom does 

this space belong? The question remains universal, but will always have a 
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2 Farshid Moussavi’s books The 

Function of Ornament and 

The Function of Form directly 

address the issue of “affect”, 

particulary as a response to 

the functionless signification of 

Postmodern décor. “Whereas 

décor and representation 

promoted by Postmodernism 

correspond to a self-limiting 

movement from the possible 

to the real which cannot create 

anything new, ornament is in 

line with non-representational 

thought and the creative 

actualization of the virtual. 

Decoration is contingent and 

produces ‘communication’ and 

resemblance. Ornament is 

necessary and produces affects 

and resonance.

Farshid Moussavi

Function of Form. (Cambridge, 

ACTAR, 2009). p. 8.



specific answer based on where and when it is asked. The instantiation of 

a process in a context rewrites that process along the lines of each specific 

site’s publics. STEALTH’s necessitation for activism allows each instance of 

public to renew the process through local participation.

To address the question of ‘publics’ at Syracuse University, we created 

a calendar of events. We invited organizations from within the School 

of Architecture, the University, and the local community to use the 

gallery for various activities, including performances, art installations, a 

religious celebration, a career fair, and film screenings. The wide variety 

of constituent groups and their presence in the spatially tight framework 

of the School of Architecture itself were regarded as the actual ‘content’ 

of the exhibition. However, this ‘content’ did not rely on the presence of 

an audience (other than traditional performance art), and in some cases 

(religious ceremony), the gallery arrangement needed to support an active 

exclusion of audiences to protect the intimacy of the event from voyeuristic 

gazes. Space, and its provision to those who might be able to use it, became 

the determining criteria of user group eligibility.

The multiplicity of these groups and the accommodation of their spatial 

needs were exciting prospects in the design development. The spatial 

configuration had to be as neutral as possible, almost to the point 

of banality, while at the same time providing the largest number of 

combinatory possibilities of use. A cube consisting of 162 single boxes and 

24 polycarbonate sheets occupied the center of a space outlined by an 

overhead structural grid. In its basic position it became a projection surface 

for the display of STEALTH’s work. This projection of work on the ‘Mother 

Cube’ helped frame the ambition of the exhibition with respect to STEALTH. 

Otherwise, to know STEALTH (“What is architecture?”) occurs only within 

becoming STEALTH (“What can architecture do?”).

For every event, the polycarbonate sheets could be arranged as vertical 

space dividers along the overhead grid as needed, while the boxes became 

different types of furniture. Thus an inverse relationship between exhibit 

and activity was created: the cube and its projection surface disintegrated 

with every event in the galler. Before the original condition was restored to 

the ‘Mother Cube’ for the next user group to adjust as desired, these many 

arrangements were recorded as outlines on the floor,.

Viewing the ‘Mother Cube,’ one did not have to ask what it was; instead, the 

participants always asked, “What does it do?”
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The Mother Cube became a stable point of reference in the gallery 

space – the classic monumental object in space, the Boîte à Miracles, 

full of possibilities that had yet to emerge. At the same time, a very real 

exchange between the neutrality of its initial form and the multiplicity of 

constituencies was embedded in its very construction – it was, in fact its 

neutrality (the cube as basic unit with the cube) that became instrumental in 

setting up the specificity of events surrounding it.

As a practice, STEALTH iterates its process through each situation in 

order to instigate, and then institute engagement.  But their critique does 

not dead-end in this new institution.  Through such a critical engagement, 

STEALTH’s work is fully invested in the making of spaces, and the material, 

production, and assembly processes that constitute these spaces.  

Furthermore, STEALTH maintain an acute distance (stealth), an activist 

vantage, to allow the events, the participants, and the spaces defined to 

inform, identify, and ultimately define themselves. In designing neutral 

forms to sustain a particular agency, STEALTH inform us of the surprising 

relationship between activism and form. If form can produce some sort 

of agency, architecture can once again intervene in social and political 

systems.
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STEALTH’s work couples space-making and community 

organizing into a new mode of practice. Rather than curating 

their work, we decided to activate the gallery through a series of 

events, similar to what they achieved in (Dis)assembled, Cut for 

Purpose, and Archiphoenix. 

The calendar was an organizational model for how we intended 

to activate the gallery. Inviting a variety of participants, we 

created a calendar to create a narrative of the space. With 

each participatory group we documented the arrangement of 

the space by taping their “floor plans” which rearranged the 

modular furniture. 

Many groups were invited to fill in the dual framework of the 

grid and the calendar. These groups were within the School of 

Architecture, from the university at large, and then any other 

local groups that needed “free space.”

These groups had virtually no pre-existing knowledge of what 

would be included as furniture. They arrived, improvised, 

and created a space for a specific activity. The design and 

construction of the objects in the space–the grid, the panels, 

and the boxes–were designed to be as neutral and adaptable. 

THE EVENTS at

STEALTH.unlimited 
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Graduate Exhibition Team

Nilay Akbas

Tanya Bhatia

Sean Falconer 

Hamza Hasan 
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4 5 6

11 12 13

18 19 20

25 26 27

M T W

Pecha Kucha

@ 7p

Lorne Covington

video art

installation

@ 10a

OP-ARC movie

series:

Blow Up @ 6,45p

STEALTH.unlimited

interview @ 5p
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CALENDAR OF EVENTS



7 8 9 10

14 15 16 17

21 22 23 24

28 29 30 31

Th F S Su

Architecture

firm student

panel @ 8p

Architecture

firm student

interviews

@ 8a

WHAT mystery

dinner rehearsal

@ 8p

Hillel service

@ 5,30p

WHAT mystery

dinner @ 8p WHAT rehearsal

@ 3p
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The Graduate Architecture 
Students hosted a Pecha Kucha 
to inaugurate the exhibition. 
Students and faculty presented 
their insights and interests 
amidst food and drink.

3/5  Pecha Kucha
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School of Architecture students 
engaged with several irms 
to understand and work with 
the relationship between the 
academy and the profession.

3/7  Architecture Firm Student Panel
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Many irms held interviews in 
the space to potentially hire 
new employees. Food was served 
amidst portfolio reviews and 
professional networking.

3/8  Architecture Firm Student Interview
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Local video artist Lorne Covington set 
up a demonstration of his augmented 
reality installations. Setting up 
several projects and 3D sensors, 
passersby were asked to test the art, 
which was later exhibited at the Museum 
of Science and Technology.

3/18  Lorne Covington Video Installation
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Professor Jon Yoder hosted 
weekly ilm sessions for his OP-
ARC seminar. The class moved 
the screening to the gallery to 
watch Michelangelo Antonioni’s 
1966 ilm, Blow Up.

3/20  OP-ARC Movie Series: Blow Up
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The Warehouse Architecture 
Theater (WhAT) practiced their 
mystery dinner, coordination 
their performance with the new 
venue of the Grid.

3/22  WhAT Mystery Dinner Rehearsal
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Syracuse University Hillel 
held their Passover service 
in the gallery. They coupled 
the exhibition furniture with 
some of their own objects of 
ritual: menora, yarmulke, and 
religious texts.

3/22  Hillel Service
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WhAT hosted their murder 
mystery dinner. Playing cards, 
food, and a murder scene marked 
the event.

3/22  WhAT Mystery Dinner
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WhAT rehearsed an 
upcoming production, 
constructing 
a traditional 
proscenium stage 
coniguration.

3/23  WhAT Production Rehearsal
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Ana Džokić and Marc Neelen 
answered questions from the 
graduate students. Faculty and 
students watched the interview 
in the space conigured by 
STEALTH.

3/26  STEALTH.unlimited interview
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In order to reconstruct the work of STEALTH.unlimited into a 

framework for events, the Exhibition Team devised a simple 

and flexible system composed of three elements: THE GRID, 

THE PANEL, and THE CUBE.  THE GRID is suspended over 

the space, defining the parameters.  THE PANELS then hang 

from the grid above, serving as partitions, projection surfaces, 

screens for spatial definition and illusion.  THE CUBE is 

proliferated through the space, stacked for tables and seating, 

combined for low walls and benches.  Each element in and of 

itself is nothing, together they invite and facilitate participation 

and use. While the CUBE is assembled, three projectors 

display STEALTH’s work, exhibiting their work on to three 

facades.

Constructing

STEALTH.unlimited 
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THE GRID

The five-by-eight GRID has two parts: 

the ceiling and the ground. The ceiling 

is made of plastic vinyl J-channels to 

support the hung PANELS. The GRID 

projects onto the the ground with tape, 

creating a formal framework that informs 

the layout of the PANELS,the BOXES. At 

the center of the grid is a 3 x 3 square 

where there CUBE is formed.
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THE GRID

The GRID begins with the CUBE, a compressed 

form containing the 24 PANELS and the 162 

BOXES. While assembled, the CUBE displays 

three projections of STEALTH’s work, to inform 

the precedent of the exhibition and possibilities 

for how to disassemble the CUBE for each event.
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THE PANEL

Twenty-four PANELS create partitions to 

organize the space for each event. Translucent 

corrugated plastic hangs seven feet above the 

ground, hovering two feet about the ground 

surface to allow for the BOXES. Each PANEL 

attaches to the upper GRID through use of 

J-channels.

The PANELS can be used vertically as 

partitions or horizontally as table surfaces. 

The translucency allows for phenomenal 

performance, silhouetting people and furniture 

while capturing images from the projectors. 

Arranged orthogonally on the GRID, the 

PANELS are more fixed in their spatial-

organizational performance.
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The BOXES work in multiples: they can 

be stacked as high as necessary, but 

with each height comes a different use. 

Three different tops for the boxes work 

to specify function: plywood, corrugated 

plastic, and pillow. To form the CUBE, 

162 boxes make two levels of 81 boxes, 

fitting inside a nine-by-nine grid.

THE BOX
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THE PANEL and

THE BOX

The CUBE disassembles into a specific 

place for each event. The vertical partitions 

via the PANELS are orthogonally limited by 

the structure of the GRID. The BOXES are 

free to move, stack, and rotate however the 

event needs. The gallery is freed by a kit of 

parts, designed for any event, but designed 

specifically by each event. The genius loci 

made by each event is marked by taped 

traces on the floor, creating a history of 

occupation of the gallery.
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