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I'm learning to see. I don't know what it's about, but everything is registering in me at a
deeper level and doesn't stop where it used to. There's a place within me that I wasn't aware of.

What's going on there I don't know.

Rainer Maria Rilke,

The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge
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And with the hieroglyph of a breath, I wish to

recover an idea of sacred theater.

Antonin Artaud,

Le Théatre de Séraphin
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The present book gathers materials, methods and
reflections arising from a week-long workshop which
was held at the Tallinn Technical University (TTU) 27-31
March 2017. The event was a collaboration between
Kristi GriSakov, Head of the Landscape Architecture
programme for the Interdisciplinary Landscape
Architecture Master Studio, and the Experimental
Architecture Group (EAG) from the School of
Architecture, Planning & Landscape, Newcastle
University, led by Rachel Armstrong, Professor of
Experimental Architecture, with Simone Ferracina,
Lead in Living Architecture, and Rolf Hughes, Director
of Artistic Research Practices in Experimental
Architecture. The course featured guest lectures by
Tiina Peil from the School of Culture and Learning,
Soédertorn University and Hannes Tonisson, Institute of
Ecology, Tallinn University, which aimed to widen the
range of conceptual and practical tools through which
participants could explore the role of design in shaping
complex, hybrid human and nonhuman relationships.

With workshop techniques drawn from Experimental
Architecture, an emerging practice that generates
design methods, experiments and visionary prototypes,
students were invited to propose fundamental units of
design for the 21st century — “living bricks”. The term
“living” in this context incorporates both the processes
that underpin life and the principles whereby spaces
invite ecological entanglement and inhabitation.

Since the late 20th century, the devastating
environmental impacts of machines as agents of
industrial systems have consumed natural resources
so voraciously that toxic products like smog and
microplastics, have now permanently entered our
atmospheres and seas, while the build-up of industrial
fossils in garbage dumps are leaking toxins into our
earth.

While this machinic trope originally aimed to improve
the life of people living in overcrowded urban
conditions (efficiency, hygiene, exposure to light

and air, etc.), its failure coincides with an increasing
awareness that the devastating negative impacts
imposed on natural systems by industrial processes
enacted through industrial technologies can no longer
be ignored.

The built environment is responsible for around
40% of our carbon footprint, stemming from the way
materials are mined and processed, and from the
staggering consumption of fossil fuels within our
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homes and cities. These impacts are so severe that
geologists around the world are now invoking the term
Anthropocene to indicate the indelibility of the human
mark on the natural systems that sustain us. It is now
apparent that if we continue on our current trajectories,
we will be facing a grim sixth great extinction, which is
already evident from irretrievable losses of biodiversity
and from permanent changes in the composition of the
planet’s fabric.

While we are in the mist of environmental disaster,
we must nonetheless urgently change our modes

of inhabiting space, so that we can identify ways of
living more coherently — with the planet and forms

of life — grounded on facing the present difficulties
(Donna Haraway'’s “staying with the trouble”), rather
than simply ignoring them, or becoming paralysed by
despair.

Of course, governments are setting targets to minimise
the planetary “crash” that we are heading towards.
However, so far our attempts to build better homes

and cities have largely focused on damage limitation
exercises that seek to install more efficient machines,
which are less damaging to the environment, rather
than subverting the accepted paradigm whereby
human occupancy is inevitably damaging to sites and
ecosystems.

Experimental Architecture, as we conceive it, rejects
the permanence of environmental catastrophe. Instead,
we reinvent our modes of development, seeking

ways of inhabiting the world that may increase our
liveliness and fertility. Drawing from life, bodies, and
natural processes such as biofouling and bacterial
metabolisms, this workshop aimed to radically re-
invent the conditions for design. In particular, we
looked to the deep processes that produce soils and
ecosystems, an alternative view of the relationship
between human and nonhuman actors that could
decentre humanity as the dominant agent of space
making. By observing the natural processes that
replenish the environment and sustain life in ways that
are highly site/niche-specific, as well as by immersing
ourselves in the contextual histories, memories and
stories of Tallinn’s sites, it was possible to imagine
where symbioses with natural systems might be placed
in response to specific challenges (environmental,
historical, cultural) and ecosystems. By staging an
encounter with particular sites (Hughes, 2013) and
paying attention to the details of existing landscapes,
the workshop asserted a positive role for design that
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upholds an ethics of life while embracing humanity’s
respectful stewardship of the living world.

The workshop set out to develop prototypes for an
alternative unit of design that addresses the challenges
of the 21st century — an ‘emerging ecological era

where buildings (and their associated apparatuses)

are capable of coping with climatic shifts, radical
dislocation, and (rapidly) changing needs. These
approaches are embodied in the design of this book,
which in itself is an experiment, whereby graphical
format adopts a collector’s perspective, the layout itself
taking the form of a collection, so that the presented
findings may be sorted, ordered and valued not only by
the participants, but also by the reader.

To meet these challenges, participants were asked to
visit a range of curated sites and to complete exercises
in observation, storytelling, and attentiveness,
gathering thereby materials that would be
subsequently assembled in the studio to form a “living
brick.” Conceptually, this unit of design serves as a
counterpoint to traditional building and manufacturing
practices. Bricks are usually designed from devitalized
chunks of earth, the liveliness of which has been
extracted in their processing. They are therefore
homogenous and are characterized by a geometric
self-similarity/modularity that aspires to perform a
permanent barrier function to its surroundings. In
contrast, living bricks invite the radical flows of life

to participate in the design process, and uniquely
appear to have the capacity to work against the laws
of classical physics. Indeed, James Clerk Maxwell
explained how matter could resist thermodynamic
decay towards equilibrium over time by conjuring the
idea of a “demon” as the central actor in'a thought
experiment. The intelligent creature worked against
the logic of classical physics by selectively moving
molecules against a concentration gradient through

a tiny trap door, which resulted in a more ordered
system.

The idea of the “demon” was used in the workshop

to conjure the mysteries and rebelliousness of living
things in finding techniques to produce order from
chaos. While modern science has taught us an
incredible amount about the world, it has by no means
solved every conundrum — least of all the nature

of life itself. Of course, “demons” were not literally
summoned in this studio. Rather, the term invokes our
interest in how living systems may enable us to design
effectively and coherently in a disobedient world, so
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that we can better navigate their unruly forces. This
requires particular attention to be given to the kinds
of materials, methods, apparatuses and ideas that
can be applied to imagine and work in unfamiliar
and unpredictable spaces using a portfolio of tools
that possess a degree of predictability but are also
capable of unpredictable and creative behaviours.
These approaches will likely exceed our capacity to
master and control them from a top-down perspective.
Rather, they require us to become co-designers
alongside non-human agents. Moreover, the living
brick prototypes invoked the mythologies of “place”
and the peculiarities/multiplicities that characterize
the interface between subjective experience,

the inhabitation of space, and its choreography.
Participants were asked to interrogate the radical
materiality of each site using a variety of exercises
to carefully select local materials and to harvest (or
“glean”) found objects. These objects became a
starting point for proposing a brick prototype that
discussed protocols for design, art and architecture
in bringing together new conditions (and new ethical
positions) for construction and inhabitation.

Using the toolset offered by Experimental Architecture,
architects, artists and designers became narrators
and.conjurers capable of enabling the stories of
everyday spaces to be played out and re-imagined
through their actual materials, relationships and values
— while encouraging alternative futures. By focusing
on matter as a tool to channel and fuse human

dreams and desires with the manifold and distributed
layers, histories and agencies of a site, the workshop
proposed that each brick prototype became a living
thing, charged with an inner metabolic drive as well as
a materiality that invites particular kinds of alliances
and relationships. These prototypes may be thought of
as apparatuses that assist designers and encourage
them to resist the established truisms and expectations
of modernism, which currently shape architectural and
design practices. Living bricks conjure the conditions
through which inhabited spaces could be (re)imagined
in relationship with the natural realm — not as top-down
geometric blueprints but through encounters where
many actors contribute to the co-production of events
and spaces.

Using this approach, the city of Tallinn could be
viewed as a fairytale, in keeping perhaps with Andrus
Kivirahk’s “Rehepapp ehk November”, where the
rehepapp, the wise man of the village — potentially the
designer of encounters — possesses the know-how to

12
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help transform people’s lives. While Kivirdhk’s story is
built upon traditional forms of storytelling with demons
and goblins, typical of Estonian folklore, we share an
understanding of the unpredictability of the world,
which is deeply engrained in our design ethos.

EAG remains committed to steering and tuning a reality
that can never be fully apprehended or controlled,

but rather nurtured and co-inhabited. This workshop

is therefore not a step back into the Dark Ages, but

a hopeful pathway towards living architectures, the
outcomes of which remain, for now, unknown.

24/04/2017 15:37‘ ‘
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Two images present the found objects collected on
sites around Tallinn and combine them into a tableau

of potential architectural ingredients, recasting them as
materials for design. These images, which appear on
the cover, are the starting point for the graphic identity
of the book, and they constitute its visual matrix. Having
been modified digitally to describe a simple figure-
ground mapping, they are sliced to generate abstract
page templates based on A3 and A2 spreads. This
allows for the maximum degree of variety (no two pages
are alike) within a rigorous and recognizable visual
identity. More importantly, however, the templates thus
generated extend/further/take up the ethos and methods
of the workshop, translating them into constraints for
the design of the book. In the same way that students
were tasked with assembling units for the choreography
of space out of (in dialogue with) the rocks, rusted
metal sheets, twigs, discarded toys, mosses, key locks
and glass fragments encountered (selected/collected)
during visits to various sites to the west of Tallinn, so

is the layout of the pages in this book constrained by
the template outlines. A simple set of rules describes
ways in which the abécédaire of found objects can be
used in the configuration of images and text. In other
words: having defined a new potential design alphabet,
we develop the framework for the emergence of words
and syntaxes by establishing a grey background for text
boxes and assigning to figures (the profiles of the found
objects) the duty of framing/cropping images, funnelling
and extruding them through disfiguring shapes that
distort the landscapes, materials and textures they
depict, turning them into monstrous assemblages and
hybrid agglomerations: strange, carnivorous objects
that cannot be named. This visual system is not neutral
in respect to the archive (to its own role as preserver of
memories/artefacts); it does not espouse transparency
and clarity as its guiding principles, traditional formats
(images shall be presented in distinct rectangular
containers!) or the presumption of fidelity—of a correct
translation or transmission of the workshop’s ideas and
outputs. Rather, it promotes a durational and tenuous/
troubled visual fabric that replaces the archive (a
system of values that includes by fixing) with the on-
going redesign of value and matter beyond the drive to
enshrine, freeze or instrumentalize.
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The term “experimental architecture” first entered the
architectural lexicon in 1970 when Peter Cook offered
his critique of the stasis in Victorian pragmatism

that underpinned the “materialist corner of the
modern movement” (Cook, 1970, p30). Believing that
architectural freedom of expression was compromised
by dominant formalisms, Cook embraced the cutting
edge of modern invention to explore how new kinds
of emergent social order were possible by using new
materials, computers, communication, transportation,
plug-ins, plastics, prefabrication, portability,
waterborne and airborne living.

Starting out as a postmodern ironic commentary on
programmatic modern tropes and building techniques
(Betsky, 2015), experimental architecture was not
imagined as a techno-fix, but a medium for discovery
through experiment of thematic tropes that moved
design and society towards change.

During the 1980s, Lebbeus Woods took an
uncompromising view of architectural agendas and
used draughstmanship as an experimental apparatus
to reveal parallel worlds that proposed new roles for
the architect, which engaged subjects previously
uncritiqued by architecture ranging from natural
disaster to warfare. He proposed radical new structures
and spaces without walls, where the built environment
was (re)imagined and (re)constructed, including its
relationship with the biosphere — indeed, Woods

was prepared to re-think the very planet if required
(Manaugh, 2007).

Experimental architects now have access to a new
set of technologies that are not confined to industrial
paradigms and logical approaches to urban challenges
but engage imaginatively with the natural realm. This
can take place through advances in molecular biology
that are choreographed through natural computing
techniques in testable scenarios and experiments
that result in an interrogative system of prototypes.
These are predicated on shifting away from the
traditional view of architecture as a static, form-
giving subject, to protocols for choreographing space
through “worlding”, which invites alternative modes
of inhabitation and being-in-the-world (Armstrong, In
press).

Experimental architecture also develops knowledge
through storytelling as transdisciplinary synthesis,
which becomes key not only to developing the scope
of research itself, but also its capacity to link and

N [

connect forms of expertise previously kept apart
(Armstrong, 2016), (Armstrong, Hughes & Gangvik,

2016), (Armstrong & Hughes, In Press a) (Armstrong &
Hughes, In Press b), (Hughes, 2014), (Hughes, 2009b).
Characteristically, experiments speak to transformative
materialities that conjure invisible realms, embrace
change, provoke uncertainty, take risks, create hybrids
and are formed from hypercomplex materials like fur,
soil and felt (Geiger, 2016). They also engage with the
integration of research methods across disciplines,
artifacts, performances, and encounters that explore
the possibilities within specific sites that may present
particular challenges such as being wet and soggy, or
scarred by industrial fossils. Although the work is in
keeping with Cook’s agenda of establishing alternative
modes of living that disrupt tyrannical systems of
order within urban spaces, technological platforms
have less in common with industrial machines

than with surrealism and fairytales— like Dali’s

soft clocks, hairy materials, invisible forces, liquid
environments, emotional landscapes and quantum
phenomena. They also recognize and examine the
participatory status of the body in these spaces, as

an active (non-mechanical) agent that channels and
evaluates architectural choreographies through site-
specific modes of inhabitation. Indeed, experimental
architecture understands our bodily experiences as an
interface for understanding a site. Our senses enable
us to take a site-specific, subjective, ‘messy’, and
highly distributed approach to experiment that counters
the modern condition of finding knowledge in pristine
or privileged environments. Experimental Architecture
therefore becomes an expression of design through
performances in which the designer is immersed,
which is evocative of Henri Lefebvre (Lefebvre, 2016)
and Walter Benjamin’s (Benjamin, 1999) subjective
encounters with space. Importantly, when combined
and interrogated mindfully, the portfolio of experimental
architectural methods and apparatuses, retains the
capacity to completely alter the expectations of our
dwellings and the notion of what constitutes a body
with its human and nonhuman communities.

From these rebellious seeds and unpoliced spaces,
disruptive modes of inquiry may further sustain and
enrich our knowledge of an ecologically stressed
planet. Such research methods imply a need for

new evaluative criteria that do not aim for complete
solutions or perfection but speak to established notions
of research quality while respecting the specific
characteristics of each disciplinary contribution.

Such a daunting ambition to bring together so many

17

17 @

24/04/2017 15:37‘ ‘






Tallinn_Monsters.indd 19 :T 24/04/2017 15:37



‘ Tallinn_Monsters.indd 20 24/04/2017 15:37




e EEE ®

I

3

1

In the history of science and philosophy there
is hardly a less happy expression than that of
the béte machine of Descartes. No concept
leads to such a distorted view of the problem
underlying it, or so greatly falsifies its proper
meaning. It might even be said that, in spite of
its heuristic success, the notion of the machine
has had a destructive effect on the development
of biological theory. It has entangled the
investigator even today with scholastic artificial
problems, and at the same time has prevented
the clear discernment of the essential problem
of organic nature. Only the displacement of
the machine theory [...] will put an end to the
paralysis of biological thinking for which this
Cartesian expression has been responsible.
(Bertalanffy, 1933, pp.36-37)

In assessing the nature of the living realm, it is
imperative to consider the frameworks and substrates
through which it is imagined and constructed. During
the 20th century, the ancient view of atomism, which
proposes that reality is made up of fundamental
particles, was given new perspectives when Albert
Einstein mathematically proved, in a simple formula,
that previously indestructible atoms could be shattered
to release incredible amounts of energy. Such
developments unleashed the reality of the “spooky”
quantum realm, which defied the simple causalities
that shaped classical worldviews. For example, at

the subatomic scale, particles could interact at great
distances which seemingly exceeded the speed of light
and therefore were mysteriously “entangled”.

Yet, despite the advances in quantum physics, our
scientific discourse about natural systems is still
centered on a classical view of reality, which is framed
by the machine metaphor. Indeed, machines embody

a practical model of atomism, where hierarchically
ordered objects stand in for atoms. This is the
approach that we take to view and test the natural
world. Objects, which perform the equivalent of atoms
in a mechanical system, are irresistible apparatuses
through which mechanical reality can be understood,
designed and engineered as a working model of reality.
Like a clock, or an orrery, machines not only denote the
way that reality works in space and time through the
choreography of objects — they also reveal the nature
of things. This is communicated through the language
of mathematics, which describes object relations
geometrically, as universally transferrable patterns and
trajectories. Equations therefore became deductive

(. [

and predictive instruments that indicated how events
might unfold, enabling researchers to sort, order and
ultimately control their valued objects — and thus, the
universe.

Although the mechanical metaphor has helped us
understand many things about the natural realm, many
puzzles and “demons” remain. While some of these, like
the capacity of European robins to navigate using very
weak geomagnetic fields, may be attributed to quantum
phenomena (Al-Khalili & McFadden, 2014), others, like the
particle of gravity — the graviton — remain undiscovered.
Moreover, many natural occurrences such as the
construction of biofilms, or the coordination of
embryogenesis, remain beyond the reach of simple
causality and classical explanations and cannot be
resolved entirely.

Indeed, even at the macroscale, once matter possesses
its own energy, it is capable of expressing an innate
complexity at far from equilibrium states. Under these
conditions, time itself becomes a creative force by
which substances can self-organize and complexify
without the need for organizing codes or divine
intervention. Indeed, llya Prigogine proposed that
certain expressions of lively matter that he termed
“dissipative” systems, underpinned the nature of life
(Prigogine & Stengers, 1984).

Figuratively speaking, matter at equilibrium, with
no arrow of time is “blind,” but with the arrow of
time, it begins to “see”. (Prigogine, 1977, p.3)

Dissipative structures are paradoxical assemblages of
matter. They challenge our expectations of objects, as
they are simultaneously objects and processes. They
form spontaneously when reactive energy/matter fields
overlap and characteristically resist Newton’s law of
increasing disorder (or entropy). Everyday examples
include convection currents, turbulent flow, cyclones,
hurricanes and living organisms. According to the
laws of dissipative adaptation (Wolchover, 2014), which
propose that matter re-arranges to channel the flow of
energy to become more effective at shedding energy
and therefore persisting longer, these structures can
dynamically alter their programmatic organization.
This process extends well beyond the apparent object
boundary and also impacts on its surroundings.

Think of a tornado that can influence extensive
landscapes through the winds its sets up long before
a storm chaser might reach the eye of the storm.
Consequently, by possessing a dynamic energy cloud,
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or aura, dissipative structures are not blind automata
but demonstrate a kind of primitive subjectivity that
is-not only extruded into, but also responsive to,

its environment. Such an extrusion of “being” that
permeates perturbations within the environment
constitutes a kind of “agency” that is not a primitive,
centrally directed reflex that is typical of an automaton,
but a body that is actively engaged in decision-making
processes which take place locally at interfaces.
Molecular interactions therefore are shaped by the
transformations encoded in their spatial configuration
and substance, but also by their context. In fact, matter
can act and make decisions by virtue of its innate
properties in response to environmental perturbations.
Such processes do not reside at boundaries but
infiltrate each other through the merging of clouds,
fields and fuzzy zones in events that are not simple
causes and effects, but possess a fundamentally
meteorological character.

A VUV WL - Sy

Although many primary dissipative structures collapse
back into nothingness, once a chain of initiating
events emerges (which happened around three and
a half billion years ago on our planet in the story of
life), then contingent spaces are also more likely

@ to favour the probability and persistence of further @
lifelike events. These propagative conditions do not
occur within the dissipative bodies themselves, but
through ongoing field interactions. It is possible that
the unique condition whereby dissipative bodies
learned to contain their own reactive fields could have
been one of the major initiating events for biogenesis.
While not inevitable, these kinds of occurrences
have persisted in many different forms on earth,
long enough to support the energetic and material
exchanges between unbroken chains of organisms that
enable spontaneous transformation and complexity
to occur through the laws of dissipative adaptation.
Indeed, dissipative systems are key infrastructures
in the evolutionary story of our terrestrial community
of life, which continue to link the webs of life and
death in favour of our ongoing persistence and
organic complexity (Armstrong, Ferracina & Hughes, In
development).
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The brick, as a modular design unit for structural
systems has barely changed since its first recorded
appearance in the temple of Gobekli tepe, Urfa, in
southeast Turkey, 11,500 years ago. EAG believe that
in an ecological era, during which our constructions
forge dynamic encounters with nature, the humble
brick — a fundamental unit of iterative design — must

be reconceptualised and rediscovered for the 21st
century. Indeed, redefining the basic materials used

in the construction of space implies a critical re-
assessment of architectural values and toolsets. Rather
than focusing on the ingenuous redesign of what a
brick does, as seen in many contemporary architectural
practices (the mortarless installation of Jenny Sabin’s
Polybricks, the shapely arches of Greg Lynn’s Blob
Wall, the Flight Assembled Architecture by Gramazio

& Kohler), we asked students to help us reinvent what
a brick might be. In other words: our inquiries refuse
to obediently play within the parameters predefined

by industrial orthodoxy (efficiency, structural integrity,
repetition, modularity, performance) and aim to

tackle a muddier and more fundamental question:
what constitutes a brick? What are the fundamental
units for the design and experience of space? The
reframing of bricks in this perspective expands the
ingredients and recipes whereby design is allowed to
operate and empowers designers to be the drivers of
technological change — the inventors of heterodox,
ambiguous, idiosyncratic and partial teleologies

that defy top-down chains of evaluation, technical
processing and functional imposition. Yet the approach
is not speculative, or relegated to the imagination, but
strongly rooted in the ecologies and material histories
of the sites visited in Tallinn. The workshop focused on
the production of “living brick” prototypes that behave
likeinterfaces capable of channeling the flow of a range
of substances — from water and air to memories and
emotions: Participants were encouraged to consider
the quality of the architectural encounter that such
“objects” enable, as well as the kinds of experiences
that become possible when these elements start

to work together and become a new type of “wall”
(Armstrong, Ferracina & Hughes, 2017).

Brick prototypes were made of materials collected
from various sites around Tallinn and ranged from
branches and mud to waste and discarded objects.
Each brick conjured alternative relationships between
these found materials, their points of collection, and
the rich histories that underpin them - stories that
could ultimately benefit community relationships and
establish new terms for coexistence with the natural
realm, where outcomes would be partially shaped

by inhabitation. Participants were invited to imagine

(N [

their living bricks as part of the story of an alternative
future for the region, suggesting a sense of material
continuum rather than a tabula rasa. What they found
could be choreographed through spatial and temporal
tactics linked with complex environmental influences,
like pollution or colonization by microorganisms. The
prototypes also engaged imaginatively with their site of
origin and the wider Tallinn bio-region.

Since ancient times architecture has been likened

to the body. The way we build reflects our attitudes
towards nature and each other. Traditional load-bearing
walls are made from communities of bricks, composed
from rigid materials around which cladding systems
accrete, and through which interior environments can
be bound. These materials promise to resist the natural
world (to keep it outside) and indefinitely maintain
their integrity, on our behalf. For if the architectural
body is immortal, then surely ours can be too. A

built environment conceived as a hostile system of
control and barriers between and within territories,

is not only generating the spatial conditions for the
disintegration of societies and ecosystems, but also
establishes the (un)ethical principles based upon
which they are dismantled. In contrast, an architecture
founded on the principles of life, which rests on

mutual thriving and negotiated exchange, embraces
the ethical conditions for tolerant, diverse and fair
communities. While technological advances in the
natural sciences, advanced materials, computing,
robotics and social media can help us establish new
conditions for the production of integrative spaces, it
is naive to assume that such diversity can exist without
disagreement, or conflict. By seeking out the principles
and techniques that embody the broad resilience and
functional plasticity of nature’s structuring systems
and connecting them with the stories of places and the
value systems of their communities, we may have a
chance to thrive alongside our neighbours — including
the natural realm, even in the face of adversity.

EAG have accordingly proposed an alternative to the

Trump wall between the United States and Mexico for The
Architectural Review. A wall may not behave like a wall if
it is, in fact, alive... (Armstrong, Ferracina & Hughes, 2017).

*The term “living brick” is derived using Experimental Architectural
approaches to respond to how the first prototype of the Living Architecture
research project may be architecturally engaged in design practice. The
Living Architecture project aims to generate a structural system that can
compute and choreograph the flow of matter as a unit of design that operates
as an assembly of “metabolic apps”. The project has received funding from
the European Union’s Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme
under Grant Agreement no 686585. It is a collaboration of experts from the
universities of Newcastle, UK, the West of England (UWE Bristol), Trento,
Italy, the Spanish National Research Council in Madrid, LIQUIFER Systems
Group, Vienna, Austria and EXPLORA, Venice, Italy. The Living Architecture
project began in April 2016 and runs to April 2019 (Living Architecture, 2016).
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There is no classification system for non-biological,
yet life-like agents with respect to their role in the
living realm. Despite this exclusion, mineral growth
and propagation are essential to the diversity of life on
earth in producing organs such as teeth, bones, shells
and the infrastructure upon which organisms thrive
such as coral reefs. While stones can be understood
as inert structures that are passively. moved by lively
forces in the environment, these choreographies
invoke environmental agency, which narratively may
be understood as characteristic of living things, or
the influence of “demons” that appear to contravene
the classical laws of physics. Indeed, Carl-Linnaeus’
original taxonomy of natural systems — animal, vegetal,
mineral — attributed stones with lively characteristics.
For example, he proposed that sand particles grew

by aggregation to become sandstone and that quartz
was produced by a ‘parasitic’ mechanism. While
Linnaeus’ view may seem outmoded by the standards
of modern science, throughout the ages stones have
been observed to move in unexpected, and complex
ways. “Trovants”, or living stones, are unusual
geological formations that are agentised during wet
seasons, and can be found near the small Romanian
village of Costesti (Murgoci, 1905). These are mineral
formations composed from layers of cemented sand
and salts that are arranged in ring-like formations,
like the trunk of a tree. After every rainfall they are
said to grow and rise from the ground. They may even
multiply and move from one place to another. While

it is rumoured that they are “inorganic” forms of life,
it is likely that physical forces cause their liveliness.
When saturated, their internal osmotic pressure rises
and causes the rock to_grow from the centre to the

periphery, increasing its girth, which alters its presence

on a site. The flow of water through the stones causes
the formations to increase in size, with a deposition
rate of about 5 cm in 1000 years. More recently, large
stones have been tracked by GPS sailing across Death
Valley. This phenomenon has been attributed to the
temporary formation of frictionless surface tracks of
ice, which enable stones to move significant distances
from pressures exerted on them by a slight breeze
(Stromberg, 2013). Yet, although stones are not alive in
the way that organic matter proposes to be, inorganic
matteris still capable of participating actively in the
construction and development of natural systems '—
albeit through different ways than the organic realm.
Organizing matrixes like clay and sulphide rocks, are
especially likely to have played a significant role in
biogenesis (Cairns-Smith, 1987). Indeed, living bricks
not only challenge our expectations and definitions
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of life as it is understood at the start of the 21st
century, but may also become agents in a broader
realm traditionally ignored by design practices: the
biogeosphere (Vernadsky, 1998).
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A stone is an impressionistic diary of weather, accumulated
by millions of years of disasters.

Osip Mandelstam

What is nature? How should we relate to our beaches and coastlines? What
would life be like if it were an hourly source of amazement? Instead of accepting
the fatalism of the Anthropocene, what might an alternative architecture of
enchantment mean?

We start to think through such questions by considering some very humble
building blocks such as stones, pebbles, mud. The pebble in Zbigniew Herbert’s
poem “Pebble” (1968) may seem insignificant but is described as “a perfect
creature” — “equal to itself/mindful of its limits” and possessed of a scent “that
does not remind one of anything/does not frighten anything away/does not
arouse desire”. It is “just and full of dignity”. The poet nonetheless experiences
“heavy remorse” when holding the pebble in his hand, knowing that “its noble
body/is permeated by false warmth”. The pebble would appear to resist the
poet’s impulse to appropriate and transform it into poetry — it remains a simple
pebble and yet, simultaneously, it has become a poem (a poem, perhaps, about
its imperviousness to poetic desire). An interface emerges, linking human and
inanimate, a paradox — a form that celebrates seemingly impossible coexistence.
The poem’s conclusion would seem to suggest the pebble’s triumph:

--Pebbles cannot be tamed
to the end they will look at us
with an eye calm and very clear.!

And yet the poet’s gaze is now returned — the quality of care and attention has
seemingly animated the pebble’s “ardour and coldness” and drawn forth, even
in the moment of renunciating such a possibility, its “pebbly meaning” which
thus enters the realm of poetic meaning while remaining, essentially, “pebbly” —
unarticulated in human language.

Wistawa Szymborska’s “Conversation with a Stone”?(1998) articulates a
repeated request by poet to stone to “enter your insides/ have a look round,/
breathe my fill of you.” The request is repeatedly refused in turn by the stone

- “Im shut tight/Even if you break me to pieces/we’ll all still be closed/You can
grind'us to sand/we still won’t let you in.” Neither curiosity, imagined palaces
nor bathetic appeals to the poet’s mortality grind down the stone’s resolve — “I'm
shut tight./Even if you break me to pieces,/we’ll all still be closed./You can grind
us to sand,/we still won’t let you in.”

In the final stanza the stone refuses poetic conceit altogether, bringing thereby
the poem to an abrupt end (unlike Herbert’s earlier “Pebble” no accommodation
is reached — poet and stone remain implacably ‘alien’ each to the other):

| knock at the stone’s front door.
“It's only me, let me come in.”

“I don’t have a door,” says-the stone.

And yet language itself is a form of threshold — that poet and stone are able to
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1 Translated by Peter Dale Scott.

Available online: http://phyllisstowell.
com/zbigniew-herbert-pebble/

(accessed 9 April 2017).

From “Poems New and Collected:
1957-1997” by Wislawa Szymborska,
translated from the Polish by Stanislaw
Baranczak and Clare Cavanagh
(Harcourt Brace). The poem is available
online: http:/articles.latimes.com/1998/
nov/29/books/bk-48631 (accessed 9
April 2017).
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speak to each other at all constitutes a form of portal, permitting the exchange of
perspectives, positions, experience.

| introduced these poems at the outset of the workshop as a means of inviting
participants to enhance their receptivity to their surroundings - to look at the
inanimate as if endowed with will, history, proclivities, character, attitude. How
might we help our living bricks ‘speak’ when we encounter them? Likely, we
will first need to learn to listen attentively. During the week, therefore, we would
develop a poetics of receptivity (which might more aptly be described as an
ethics of receptivity — treating our found materials with the care, attention and
respect they deserve - resituating them from the category of “trash” to the role
of prototype or even artwork).

On discussing these ideas with Rachel and Simone, | learned that stones may be
living creatures, able to breathe, move, and exert influence on a person’s health
and fate. There were even geologists studying this — Arnold Rheshar and Pierre
Escollet from France — who had arrived at the “amazing conclusion” that stones
are possessed of a kind of vital activity:

The geologists maintain the structure of stones is subject to changes, and
stones can grow old. Moreover, the French claim stones can breathe, to
a certain extent. Taking one “breath” takes them from three days to two
weeks. And each of their “heartbeats” lasts about three days. The scientisté‘
say they gathered photographic evidence clearly indicating that stones
could move. The pictures-of stones were taken at large intervals:=:One of the,
@ stones is reported to have moved for 2.5 centimeters in two weeks’ time.
The geologists stubbornly maintain that stones are living organisms though
some physical processes relating to earth shove or water impact seem to be
the most likely reasons behind the phenomenon.

“We can assume that any object in our world in alive,” says Marianna
Anisosyan, a therapist and expert in biological energy. “Any event is driven
by energy, which stones undoubtedly possess too. Every stone carries a
certain amount of life in‘it;”. she adds (Grachev, 2006).

And so | started observing stones not merely as geological artefacts, but as
dancers engaged in a form of choreography at a pace almost imperceivable to

my human senses.

You cannot release such energies and not expect consequences.
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Bathing rocks; Turisalu beach.
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Mud face/face mud

Mud exists as brick only until life reclaims it.

Here, in this artificial place, bricks are assigned to live with no water. They rise
misshapen from the swamp, bent on defying nature, and are delivered to me when
they malfunction. Because they invariably malfunction, I get to pass each day
listening to their stories while I patch them up.

The purpose of most buildings, they say, is to negate decay. If we were to sacrifice
buildings, we might celebrate decay.

Those that can't walk need to be carried by water, soil or ice. Once they are with
me, | take care of them the best I can. But they are always impatient to return to

whatever broke them in the first place.

And so I summon the relics — the stories they clasp in their burnished gloves, their
glimmering existence betwixt matter and spirit.

You cannot, I am told, release such energies and not expect consequences. This
is why I was obliged to sink my face in the landscape and leave it to the soils’
gnawing computations.

Mud face.

Today, it gazes blankly back, radiating rivulets, rivulets inscribing skin contours,
contours of what? biology and geology? a slow death?

Face mud?
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Estonia proudly declares its maritime border to be
more than 3800 km long but despite the physical
vicinity of the sea, relationships between the people
and the sea have never been easy. The history and
culture of living on the coast and with the sea found
inspiration in Edouard Glissant’s poetics of relation
(Glissant, 1997) and Marion Shoard’s call for exploring
edgelands (Shoard, 2003) — familiar yet ignored
(unacknowledged) spaces which are neither city or
countryside, natural or cultural, land or water. These
spaces have remained largely unexplored ‘wastelands’
and thus unvalued. The Estonian north coast by the
Gulf of Finland, more particularly, the Tallinn bay

and Pakri peninsula, are sketches of specific coastal
places. Such situated particularity is both grounded
and mobile and includes the actuality of living by and
with the sea and their reflections.in poetry, arts, maps,
and legends, finding its expression in a narrative atlas
of seascapes in a sense promoted by Denis Wood
(Wood, 2010) and Rebecca Solnit (Solnit, 2016; Solnit,
2010: Solnit, 2003).
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Estonia is located in a transition zone between

the regions with maritime climate in the west and
continental climate in the east. It is very sensitive to
climate change. Although Estonia is a relatively small
country (45 227 km2), it is rich in different shore types
and valuable coastal ecosystems. This is due to its
geographical location in a transitional area between
major geological structures and comparatively

long coastline (nearly 4000 km) due to numerous
peninsulas, bays and islands (around 2000 islands).
Coastal evolution in the Tallinn region is influenced
by land uplift (around 2.5 mm in_ Tallinn), waves and
related sediment transport (long-shore and cross-shore
transport), storm surges (up to 150 cm in Tallinn)-and
sea ice (protecting the shore during the winter and
attacking the shore during break-up and melting).

There are seven different shore types in Tallinn Bay
region: Artificial shore (harbours and coastal defence
structures) cliff shore, sandy shore, silty shore, till
shore, scarp shore and gravel shore. Coastal squeeze
is an increasing problem in Tallinn (increasing pressure
from the sea and from the land).

The main problems related to the shores are usage of
unsuitable protection measures against erosion, usage
of non-natural construction materials in the zone where
the sediments are extremely mobile (moved by the wind
or waves) and constructing too close to the erosional
scarps or too close to the sea. Such actions disturb

the natural balance of the shore and reduce their
resistance against storm waves and wind. Moreover, in
a longer perspective, such actions might cause large
economical losses in the future.

One should remember that the coast is like a living
organism, it is not a static object. Coasts may change
from day to day, from minute to minute, from wave to
wave. All the actions in this zone must be carefully
considered and where possible, natural processes
should be followed.

24/04/2017 15:37‘ ‘



24/04/2017 15:37 ‘ ‘

Tallinn_Monsters.indd 36



P Ao NS TSR ORI At

{
L

b 1)

‘|

%

U=

A

§
L

®

The studio was centred on the Tallinn Lagoon — a
restless environment between land and sea. A range
of sites was surveyed that examined the particular
and peculiar details of the lagoon’s terrain, and
considered the most challenging architectural ideas
and opportunities for experiment. From these places
we collected samples of earth, recorded sounds and
made automatic drawings, so that those qualities which
are not the focus of traditional architectural surveys,
became evident. Using storytelling techniques, we
searched for a site’s ‘voice’ and ‘character’ using
methods that spoke through multidisciplinary voices,
which saturated our senses ~ touch, sight, smell and
even taste. During this process, participants became
designers that wielded a poetics of receptivity to these
chosen sites: the Manniku quarry, the Paaskiila bog,
the Rummu quarry, the Keila-Joa park and falls, the
Tirisalu cliff and beach, the Stroomi beach, the Kopli
housing area and the Katariina pier on the Paljassaare
peninsula.

All the selected sites are characterized by water as one
of the central elements of the landscape. Each was
chosen both for its geographical closeness to Tallinn,
as well as the ability to showcase an array of water
landscapes in North-Estonia. The Paaskiila bog water
is characterized by black shimmering hags, which are
naturally occurring drainage channels, and man-made
canals that intersect the territory. The Manniku and
Rummu quarries feature deep blue lakes. At Rummu,
the limestone surface transforms the water into a
turquoise blue Caribbeanesque beachscape that is
juxtaposed with the savageness of the surrounding
landscape and the ice-cold temperature of the water.
The core element of Keila-Joa is natural falls — water
gliding along layered limestone surfaces and rushing
towards the near-by sea. Tiirisalu cliff offers a majestic
view to the calm Gulf of Finland. When one climbs
under the cliff, the geological layers that make up this
imposing viewpoint (and their fragility) are revealed.
While the beach under the cliff is' stony and freezing,

it is transformed into a sandy and sunny hideout after
escaping from its shadows. The sites.in Tallinn offer

a variety of beaches that display the three different
types of bays and shorelines that make up Tallinn’s
long waterfront. Stroomi and Paljassaare are both
classical sandy beaches with sand dunes, playgrounds
and views to the panoramas of Tallinn. In contrast, the
stony Kopli seaside offers no views to the surrounding
urban settlements and lies truly at the edge of the city.
A departure point to an unspecified future.
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A common trait to all the chosen sites is that they
have all been mutilated by human activity. In some,
such as the Manniku and Rummu quarries, the whole
landscape was turned inside-out in order to excavate
sand, limestone and local marble. Other sites such
as Keila-Joa falls, Paaskiila bog or Tiirisalu cliff are
changed by the gaze of tourists — framed and tamed
into a purposeful aesthetic form. All the sites, with the
exception of the Kopli housing district, are actively
used as recreational areas for walking, swimming,
camping and water sports. Even the sites