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INTRODUCTION 

When modern technology seems to be providing unlimited possibility of forms, identity is always the anchor of 

creative works. Identity is an ambiguous, almost evasive entity, hard to define, still it is still held as a measure 

of meaning. If we can identify something, or even better: identify ourselves with something, we hold that 

something to be meaningful. To us. Modernity is usually associated with the rapid development, read ‘change’, 

of technology, economy, lifestyle etc. When something is new to us, and we don’t recognize it, we tend to 

consider it hard to make sense of it until we have had time to study it, to think about it long enough to be able 

to re-cognize it and hence to identify it. In other words; modernity and identity are often perceived as 

opposites; as a dichotomy.  The pervasiveness of this dichotomy is one of the important factors defining both 

Chinese and Norwegian architecture. While Chinese and Norwegian cities are extremely different in scale, they 

grow, and thus change, at almost the same speed. In terms of modernization and urban development, China 

and Norway are at the same time extreme opposites and surprisingly similar.  

There are three implications hidden in the modernity-identity dichotomy. The first implication is that the city, 

or our architectural (manmade) environment changes continuously. The second implication is that the city, 

under normal circumstances, is meaningful to us. The third implication is that we shape, i.e. change, the city in 

such a way that it, the city, always makes sense, is meaningful, to us. In other words, there is an interplay 

between us and our architectural environment, which makes sense. Together we – the city and its dwellers – 

compose an intelligent system.  

Our curiosity, as architects, must therefore address the question of how; how do we go about producing 

architectural environments that are conducive to an intelligent system? First of all; we do not build cities, at 

least not in Europe. We build buildings, streets, squares, railroads, shopping malls and a host of other 

architectural objects that together form cities, or towns, or villages. What features or properties do these 

objects need to have in order to contribute to the intelligence of the city? 

We need to investigate the nature of the buildings as well as the process, we need to investigate the project 

development that leads up to their production. And; we need to look more closely at the relationship between 

buildings and urban tissue – at how they interact, or influence each other. Does the city equal the sum of its 

buildings? Or does it hold other properties than any one building alone provides? 
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I THE FIELD 

In pre modern times, during the European renaissance, or during the imperial reign in China, some cities were 

built. Most cities even then, already existed. They had evolved slowly over time, and they kept and still keep 

evolving. Most cities behave like an evolutionary and intelligent system, emerging object by object through a 

complex interaction of public and private forces. This implies that the features or the qualities, the intelligence 

of the city, are produced by the objects (and the subjects - people). It implies that the qualities we want the 

city to have must be provided by or via the objects. Or – if the intelligence is an emergent property – the 

objects must be designed in such a way that they allow for intelligence to emerge from the urban tissue that 

the sum of buildings compose. 

On the basis of the above, let us assume the following: urban growth, or more accurately – architectural 

environments - are expanding like an evolutionary, intelligent system. But we only build singular objects, some 

large some small, some simple, some complex, but all singular objects. And even if the objects are static, the 

city is dynamic. Let us assume the concept of a field; an architectural field1. 

A field, like wind and water, has no salient form. Wind and water remain substrates – ephemerally pregnant 

with the form of its other, with the form of the body they touch. In the Field of Architecture the other is the 

Object of Architecture. Only when the field touches the body of the object it takes on form and its qualities 

emerge2. 

A field is a qualitative phenomenon. This means that every single point in a field contains all the properties of 

the field. It means that a field has no clear boundary; its force, its properties just fade out along its periphery. 

Another basic characteristic of a field is that it can only be observed by its effects. Fields are non-local and non-

scalar. The British scientist Michael Faraday3 adopted the field concept to science in order to describe the 

magnetic field. Translate this to architecture.    

A Field of Architecture4 is immaterial, but its effect is clearly observable on our physical environments - our 

umwelt5. Our human environments are physically and spatially shaped by architecture, on all levels and in all 

scales; irrespective of urban or rural settings. The Field of Architecture is the way in which we physically and 

spatially organize ourselves as humans. This is the interface we construct between ourselves and the nature 

that surrounds us – but of which we are also a part: man made environment (MME). This ambiguity, and this 

level of abstraction, is intrinsically part of architecture, and can, I believe, best be construed by means of the 

field concept.   

 (ILLUSTRATION: THE FARMER IN HIS VINEYARD) photo: O.M. 

 

 
1 Ole Møystad, “Building Culture”, Nordic Journal of Architectural Research no 1, Gothenburg 1996. 
2 The formulations are adapted from “The Looking Glass of a Nation”, Møystad, O., published in the Catalogue 

of Venice Biennale 1996.  

3 Michael Faraday 1791 – 1867. Discovered the magnetic field. 
4Ole Møystad, Architecture – the Body of Cognition, PhD thesis, Oslo School of Architecture, Oslo 1994 and in 
Møystad op.cit. 1996 
5 The zoofysiologist Jacob von Uexküll (1864 – 1944) introduced the concept Umwelt in his Bedeutunglehre 

from 1940. In Uexküll’s biosemiotic theory Umwelt denotes the subjective environment specific to every 

species, or the environment, which every species creates around itself as an appropriation of its biological 

niche.   
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The story goes that Faraday had his first laboratory in a farm building from where he could overlook the 

farmer working in his fields every day. Faraday observed then that the field changed only as the farmer 

processed it, point by point, plow furrow by plow furrow and plant by plant. One cannot plant ‘a vineyard’. One 

can only plant a vine. Then another vine. And if the winefarmer (viticulteur) plants enough vines, in straight, 

parallel lines, his field becomes a field of vines; a vineyard. When he cultivates his vineyard, he has to work on 

each vine separately – according to a plan, or a strategy based on knowledge of the local soil, of the grapes 

and on experience, on his competence, as a viticulteur obviously, and on the properties (the competence) of 

his field6. Very much the way we change and grow our cities.  

The field is a complex, ambiguous and sometimes unpredictable system prey to changing weather, local 

variations in soil composure and changes in biodiversity etc. I believe most urban planners would see the 

similarities. Natural conditions such as wind, water and climate are generally known to influence the livability 

of a city. In fact the city can also be said to be a part of nature, the same way we, people, are part of nature. 

The interaction, or even stronger, the symbiosis between man and nature has produced both cities and 

agriculture. Maybe the underlying similarities between the viticulteur and the architect are not so far-fetched 

as they may first seem? They both shape our Umwelt, the viticulteur shapes the field of vines and the architect 

the field of architecture - and both do so by acting on singular points. The Svartlamoen project in Trondheim 

by Brendeland & Kristoffersen7 can serve as an illustration of how one project actually changed the direction of 

development in a whole neighbourhood. In Oslo the National Opera served much of the same purpose. In fact 

that project was used by the government as a strategic investment in a key project in order to direct urban 

renewal and development to the eastern part of the Oslo waterfront. At the time when the decision was made 

to place the opera there, the area was a total mess of highway interchanges and abandoned industrial, harbor 

and logistic facilities. (ILLUSTRATION: the Norwegian National Opera in stages) 

 

  

 
6 René Thom, Esquisse d’une sémiophysique,  InterEditions, Paris 1988. “Un terrain competent”; p221 
7 Cf. the interview with Olav Kristoffersen in this magazine. 
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II PRO-JECT : OB-JECT 

During the 1990’ies the Dutch urban planning authorities started to support their urban development Frame-

Plans on so called Key Projects8. This strategy grew out of a need to add an element of implementation to the 

planning process.  

The contemporary division of labor, in Holland as well as in Norway, still places primary responsibility for urban 

planning with public authorities. Project development and construction, however, presupposes the necessary 

funds to invest. Planning authorities don’t usually have such funds, therefore the capacity to invest, and with it 

the ability to implement any urban development is increasingly concentrated in private hands.  

Urban planning is about the big picture, maintaining public interests, infrastructure, and spaces, but without 

capital to invest, the planning apparatus is disconnected from the actual capacity to act and see projects 

through. On the other hand, without the support of relevant planning, infrastructure, and predictability, 

private developers are disconnected from any responsibility for the urban context in which their projects are 

realized, and free of any concerns for the long-term viability and sustainability of the urban development they 

contribute to. Property development and real estate seem to have a dynamic which fits well, perhaps too well, 

with the modern transition from plan to project in urban development.  

There are reasons to worry about this close relationship. It corresponds with the market liberalist transfer of 

public means - and ends - from ownership institutions and –structures under government or state control to 

private interests. It is one form of privatization not only of property, but also of power; of the forces that shape 

our field – the city, the public domain. On another level, it is maybe not so bad. Who wants to see the return of 

the top-down urban development of the European renaissance, or the Chinese empires? Let us return to the 

concept of the intelligent system. 

Intelligence is a force in its own right - as in: “Intelligence is the ability to interact appropriately with the world, 

and meaning is the accomplishment of such an interaction.”9 Prior to defining a commission to design and to 

build something, anything, there is a process of planning and of research, of collecting data, facts, knowledge 

of needs, of means and ends. During this process, the focus moves from planning to project development. One 

can imagine the move from planning to project, or rather to defined object, is formalized, one-way and 

irreversible. This would be the unintelligent extreme. The intelligent extreme would be imagine that the 

interface between planning an object is an open exchange of information and communication from which 

there emerge possible projects that are developed and defined as proposals for the design and construction of 

beautiful and intelligent architectural objects. The reality is usually somewhere between these extremes. In 

any case we can conclude that the intelligent development of a project is based on the careful collection of the 

relevant knowledge, data and information that compose the framework and the context of a future work of 

architecture. This process needs to be dynamic. As any cognitive process it needs to consider its own 

reasoning continuously, to always be open to discover a flaw and to adapt to it. And this need runs through the 

life span of the architectural object. We need to consider its Life Cycle Cost, its performance, its sustainability, 

its adaptability and its recyclability. When the concept of Life Cycle Analysis was introduced, it was described 

as ‘Cradle to Grave’. It is now extended further; “From Cradle to Cradle”. 

 
8 See for instance: 
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisatie-
diensten/sites/project_1012/1012/ontwikkelingen/sleutelprojecten/ 
9 Justus Buchler, Philosophical Writings of Peirce, Dover Publications, New York 1955, p.p. 23-41 
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A trivial, utility object, such as a car, can be said to be more meaningful the less it changes. It's at its peak as it 

rolls off the assembly line, and is subsequently degraded through wear and use until it is no longer meaningful 

as an automobile. To the viticulteur this is different. If his vineyard does not change, if his vines do not yield 

grapes during summer, and if the grapes do not turn ripe, and if they cannot be pressed into grape juice, and 

the juice does not ferment and become wine, the vineyard is not meaningful neither to the viticulteur nor to 

the wine-loving public. The meaning, the identity of a vineyard is the sequence of successful vintages, and the 

quality of life that the wine can give when drinking it with a delicious meal - enjoyed in a beautiful architectural 

space.10 There is really not such a big difference between the architect and the viticulteur. They both have to 

understand meaning as fluid and dynamic, as an ongoing reflection of ourselves as citizens, as thinking, loving, 

migrating, producing, consuming and communicating people. 

Change and Meaning 

Practice happens in time as well as in space. A city is continually modified by its inhabitants and their projects. 

Christopher Alexander launched the idea of “cultivating [urban] totality”11 based on the individual project's 

qualities. The case can be made for Alexander's relevance to contemporary urban development with four key 

points; a) we build in a built environment, b) this city is constantly changing, c) it is a collaged composition, 

and d) we need the tools to patch new components into the pre-existing urban fabric if these components are 

to lead to the kind of city we want. 

We may take the liberty of adding another point to Alexander’s four points. As the city is constantly changing, 

we constantly need to complement, enlarge and reconsider our knowledge of it in order to develop the 

adequate components. We need tools and methods that enable us to collect data, map and organize it so as to 

analyze it and uncover patterns and intersections. Plans, sections, and facades are not necessarily the 

appropriate means for such an undertaking. Enter infographics, diagrams, and multi-media tools. 

Technological development in the last few decades has equipped us with a vast array of digital tools. This is 

not a new field. In an architectural setting, it is typical that landscape architecture was at the forefront of 

utilizing infographics and timescapes. Landscape architecture is closely tied to nature's own processes; it has 

always needed to collect and utilize data regarding geography, topography, soil conditions, water, and so on. 

It has also had to relate to constantly changing conditions; cf. our friend the viticulteur. Landscape architecture 

has a long history of interdisciplinarity, as well as variety of approaches to the collection and presentation of 

data, such as the layering of illustrations. The interest in infographics is now widespread, but its development 

and use are still concentrated in the fields of urbanism and landscape architecture.  

(ILLUSTRATE – ?) 

Smart Project Development, from the Ground Up 

We have proposed to consider the city as an intelligent system which includes its inhabitants. Based on this 

view we may consider any intervention, every object situated in this landscape, as an action which unfolds 

over time. The shift from plan-based development to project-based development opens a space for a more 

dynamic and complex urban fabric. It also opens the urban system up to the dynamics of financial markets, 

making planning based on shared ideals more difficult, significantly affecting the prospects of urban 

surroundings rooted in shared values. Democratic control and popular participation in the planning process 

becomes more complicated. On the other hand, this shift in perspective opens for greater project autonomy, 

more bottom-up smartness, innovation and intelligent project management.  

 

 
10 And when the vines become too old to produce more grapes, they are extracted, dried and used to fuel the 
barbecue on which their last meal is roasted. 
11 Alexander, Christopher (1987): A New Theory of Urban Design, Oxford University Press, New York 1987 
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The shift in urban development perspective is a fact; one met with jubilation by some and disappointment by 

others. The problems are readily apparent; “property developers run the show”, “capital dominates”. Let us 

look at some of the projects where NTNU students have explored the possibilities of infographic tools and 

approaches to study how project development can be utilized as strategic means in urban development.  

(ILLUSTRATIONs click www.ntnu-aar4540.no (ILLUSTRATIONS of ‘LINKED EARTH CONSTRUCTION 

GROUP’, ‘URBAN FARMING VILLAGE’ from 2012 and ‘IT TAKES A VILLAGE’ from 2013) OR better if we have a 

QR code linking to the NTNU-projects on the website of Community Design – let me know) 

Metamorfose, the Center for Real Estate Development and Management at the AB faculty12 at NTNU runs 

courses every autumn semester on project development and project-driven urban development where these 

perspectives feature prominently. This has been an area of focus for Metamorfose for nearly a decade. 

Teaching has continually been geared towards independent enquiry, and the students themselves have 

developed the tools and methods necessary for the program's assignments. During the last four years, the 

work has taken place in Xi'an, China, where the AB faculty of NTNU has collaborated with Xi’an University of 

Science and Technology for 20 years.  

 

THE ARCHÈME13 

Many will argue that these projects are not architectural; that the only thing architectural about the Linked 

Earth project is the final sketch of the building expo. All the rest of it, the landscape studies on how to use the 

extraction of mud for mud bricks can be used as a strategy countering soil erosion, the economical exchange 

between city and urban villages countering migration by creating work and business opportunities in the 

countryside, reducing carbon emissions by providing mud brick and rammed earth technology in 

contemporary construction etc.; “all this is good and interesting”, many will argue, “but it is not architecture”. 

The same logic may be used to argue that the other projects are concerned with everything but architecture. 

Well; I will argue that one of the properties that distinguish an architectural object from any other object is 

that it contains a host of properties beyond those that strictly belong to the object as such. An architectural 

object has a public level, an outside whose properties go beyond the object itself and forms, together with the 

outsides of all its surrounding objects, a field of architecture. It is the building block of the intelligent system 

that we refer to as a city, a town, a village or just or Man Made Environment (MME). And if forming a city is not 

architectural work, then what is? 

The ‘Urban Farming Village’ project demonstrates how the Yan Lee Urban Village (5 000 inhabitants and one 

out of 80 urban villages in Xi’an), can produce enough food to feed 18 500 people. The ‘It takes a village…’  (QR 

code) project proposes a real estate development concept for how the villagers of an urban village can set up 

and fund the development of their own village. I will strongly argue that these projects are intrinsically 

architectural. Their focus have been to collect the knowledge and information needed to understand the basic 

framework around a one certain piece of the urban fabric. The output of the projects, are proposals for an 

apartment-building here, a food-chain there and a production plant there. In the case of the Svartlamoen 

housing project, the object that came out of the process, was fully designed and built. But the building was 

and still is the hinge of an intelligent, urban system. It was, not the end point, but the turning point of an urban 

upgrading process. In other words; the underlying structure of the project development process was basically 

 
12 www.metamorfose.ntnu.no  
 
13 The concept was coined in Ole Møystad, Architecture – the Body of Cognition, PhD thesis, Oslo School of 
Architecture, Oslo 1994. It refers to the basic, or the smallest element of architecture. Cf. morfème or mème 
from linguistics signifying the smallest meaningful element of a word. 

http://www.ntnu-aar4540.no/
http://www.metamorfose.ntnu.no/
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similar to the project development processes of the student projects. The difference is that the scope of the 

process was slightly more focused in Svartlamoen, and the object output was brought to completion. 

Let us try to sum this up in a diagram. There are basically three elements at play here.  

First of all there is an activity of collecting and analysing information, of processing experience etc. in order to 

uncover, to define, to point out a chain of interchanges, of things and meanings that interact: The economic 

system embedded in the Yan Lee Urban Village, the value-chain connecting mud-brick to modern urban 

growth, the need for social housing and general neighborhood upgrading in Svartlamoen. This activity put 

forward the outline of a system and proposals for architectural interventions towards improving it (the 

system). This act of throwing a proposal towards a changed (improved) future, is contained in the concept 

‘pro(forward)-ject (throw)’ – as a verb as well as a noun. We can therefore set Pro-ject as the first element. 

The second element of for instance the Svartlamoen project, is the well designed and well built wooden 

building; the architectural object. In the ‘Urban farming Village’ there were a number of objects produced: the 

waste collection vehicles, the food-factory, the community house, etc. The Construction expo was the hinge, 

the turning point, between the rural eco system producing mud-brick and providing competent manpower on 

the one side, and the expanding modern city in need of sustainable, and eco-friendly construction materials 

and the man-power able to build with it. Ob-ject is a concept based on throwing something, but the 

something is thrown not by us, but at us, or towards us in the sense of presenting itself to our senses. Let us 

define the physical Ob-ject of architecture as the second element. 

The reason why project and object make sense, the reason why we are able to produce them in such a way 

that they do make sense, is that we do so in a context. That context is the city within which we identified the 

need, collected the information, developed our pro-ject and into which we inserted the ob-ject as a means 

towards the ultimate end of improving the city, our Man Made Environment, our Umwelt.  The object is thus 

the equivalent to the individual vine, and the context, the Umwelt that we want to improve by manipulating 

the vine is the vineyard … the Field.  

Where did the viticulteur go? He represents the act, he is the architect, the user. Every winter he tests his wine 

and ponders on how to improve his wine. Through the winter he pro-jects next year’s vintage, and in the 

spring he works on the objects. 

The logical structure which, according to the pragmatist philosopher C. S. Peirce14, relates these three 

elements to each other is a triangle – semiotic triangle.  

 

 

 

A Structural Object 

 
14 Justus Buchler, Philosophical Writings of Peirce, Dover Publications, New York 1955  

OB-JECT 

FIELD 

PRO-JECT 
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The main feature of an intelligent system, is that it is able to learn. That implies that it is able to change, and 

that every ob-ject it pro-jects will come out a little bit different from the previous object. This dynamic 

between pro-ject and ob-ject is regulated by the structural logic of the field in which it plays out. The viticulteur 

plants (pro-jects) a new kind of vine, it grows in his vineyard (field), which is modified by it. In fall the vineyard 

yields the new grapes (ob-ject) to the viticulteur. He produces the wine, tastes it and, based on the information 

he collects about the grapes, the soil, the local climate, the wine market etc, he adapts the cultivation of his 

vines to his experience of last year’s grapes. His yield changes slightly (hopefully, but not necessarily to the 

better). The system learns and the grapes change. 

This seems perfectly normal in winemaking. If the wine is good, nobody asks whether the vines are really 

French or Chinese. In architecture however, we have a problem we refer to as ‘Identity.’ The Norwegian 

architecture philosopher Christian Norberg-Schulz defined identity by place. He claimed that truly meaningful 

architecture in for instance Norway must have a truly Norwegian identity in order to be perceives as 

meaningful by Norwegians. It should confirm their Norwegian Identity. The problem occurs when people 

migrate. Should we not be able to provide an architecture which is meaningful to immigrants too? An 

intelligent system should be able to adapt to changes in the architectural field – also demographic changes.  

When Snohetta built the National Opera in Oslo, they designed the building white in order to set a light 

atmosphere of the big public roof, like a snow-covered mountain, or an iceberg – the largest and most open of 

public spaces in Norway. Therefore they selected white marble for the cladding. The most suitable white 

marble was found in Carrara, Italy. That created a big discussion. Many argued that it was important for the 

identity of the building, a national opera, that the stone used for the cladding was Norwegian stone. The 

architect argued that the importance of that roof was not to show what we have, but what we do.  The Carrara 

marble was used, and the roofscape of that operahouse is one of the most cherished and most used public 

spaces in Norway. And it is perceived as equally meaningful by everybody irrespective of national background. 

The row over the marble of the opera boiled down to whether marble from Carrara could be held for 

meaningful in Oslo or if it would only come across as a simulacrum of an iceberg, and therefore as something 

untruthful. Jean Baudrillard discussed the structure of simulacra15. He classified them in three classes: copies, 

prints and fictions – or narratives16.  Copies form a serie with one original of which one can produce an 

unlimited number of copies: X, O, O, O,O … ∞. Typical examples would be pirate copies of music or fashion 

clothes. One might argue that the Tang style rooftops cast in concrete, painted and mounted on the top of 

modern skyscrapers in Xi’an belong to this category. 

(ILLUSTRATION ?) 

Prints have one source, not an original, but a matrix which can be used to produce a limited number of prints: 

X, O, O, O, … n. Lithographies are the typical example of such a series. Or cars, or any industrial product really. 

Fictions or narratives, however, form the class which is the most interesting for architecture. In this class there 

is a series of objects which are all both matrix or source and original, and which do not have any source or 

matrix outside the series. The objects in this class are connected by a common basic principle, a structure, 

which contains the instruction for the production of the next object. The structure in its turn is slightly altered, 

evolved, by each new object, comparable to way in which an urban context is changed by every new building 

introduced in it, and the context again influences every new object. The underlying structure forms a source X, 

and the series run like this: …- X-O-X-O-X-O-X-O-….  Typical cases of this class of objects are fairytales, folk 

 
15 Jean Baudrillard, L’échange symbolique et la mort, Éditions Gallimard, Paris 1976 p.77 ff 
16 This classification is developed further by Per Age Brandt. Cf Op.cit. Baudrillard 1976,  Per Aage Brandt, 
“Objects, Signs and works of Art”, Urbino 1990 and Ole Møystad, Architecture – the Body of Cognition, Oslo 
School of Architecture, Oslo 1994. 
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dance and architecture. The series form an intelligent system where each ob-ject learns from and adapts to 

each pro-ject and vice versa.  

 

III SCALE 

III.i Size 

OMA framed the issue in the book S, M, L, XL. At the time, Rem Koolhaas was arguing that the only difference 

between a small building and a big city is size. On the issue of size and complexity versus urban context, he 

bravely elaborated: “Fuck context”. But that was in the 1980ies when he was still a young and vigorous 

architect. Lately he has been observed walking in the Swiss Alps with a backpack, reflecting on the virtues of 

the countryside17. We all grow up and then we grow old. [FIG.: Rem Koolhaas hiking in the Swiss Alps] 

Let us try to look beyond Koolhaas and try to elaborate a little more on the issue of size. As a working proposal 

I will also note that space is the semiotic aspect of the architectural object. In other words: If a building were 

solid, it wouldn’t make sense as an architectural object. From this we can proceed to the next suggestion; that 

an architectural object must be large enough for us, man that is, to enter it - and small enough for us to 

perceive it and relate to them as one physical object.  

What is Size? 

In the previous chapter, we discussed the project : object relationship. We have now established that the 

architectural object has a size. Does a pro-ject have a size? Well, given that there is an object coming out at the 

other end, then yes, a project would also have a size, or a scope, relative to the scale of the object it produces. 

The size of a project however, would have a more complex and more ambiguous definition than the object. 

The project would be defined by a host of factors beyond the physical object. Maybe ‘scope’ would be a better 

word than ‘size’ when it comes to the scale of a project? ‘Scope’ would cover such parameters as 

infrastructure, urban systems, finance, administrative institutions, politics etc. The question one might ask is 

‘where is the limit between ‘project’ and ‘city’’? The answer lies in the [project : object] relationship. The city 

does not have one object; it has uncountable objects. It is a field. 

 Historically the architectural scale corresponded not only to the size of the human body, but also to the scale 

of available building materials and tectonics. The size of the body has not changed much. Globalization and 

Modern technology however challenges the scale of materials, and globalization and financial mechanisms 

challenge the scope of project development. Therefore, as scale cannot anymore be taken for granted, we 

need to discuss the meaning of it, and to look for its borders, its limits.  

A nano-robot is below the architectural scale. We cannot enter it, on the contrary, it enters us. As architects 

we are not trained to design such small stuff. It’s tectonics are way beyond us. On this micro-scale, tectonics 

enters the realm of physics, chemistry, microbiology, even Information Technology; totally different kinds of 

knowledge are applied. We were taught by Louis Kahn to ask the stone: “What do you want to be, stone?” and 

the stone would answer, Kahn claimed: “Give me the arch”. Not even concrete would be able to answer Kahn’s 

call, let alone plastics, polymers etc. Imagine this: Air-Gel, what do you want to be? 

 

FIG.: The , in Tainfu New District, Chengdu 

 
17 http://www.dezeen.com/2013/11/28/rem-koolhaas-countryside-preservation-movie-interview/ 
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At the other end of scale, we do urban planning. We also do social planning, even national, even inter-national 

planning. Technology and science provide big data, statistics, and social and cultural sciences provide human 

knowledge. But even though Robert Schuman is often referred to as “The Architect behind the EU”, and the 

fact that EU is a physical (geographical) and a spatial thing, it is hard to perceive it as one such object from the 

outside. 

And yet modern sciences expand the field of possibilities for both nano-robots and for EU memberships, none 

of which are architectural objects. Still; we can do parametric design, and adopt big data in modelling 

demographic flows. What does this mean to how we understand the object of architecture?  

III.ii The Feed-Back Loop 

Back to the narrative object series. We established that the architectural object is part of an intelligent system, 

and that it gets its identity as an architectural object by being part of an architectural field. This implies that 

the object must be reproduced, repeated and recognized continously. Like this: 

- X-O-X-O-X-O-X-O-…. ∞ 

Under the chapter “Structural Object” we did however sketch a model of how the feed-back loop in 

architecture; the feature that provides the city with the capacity to learn. The model shows how Project, 

Object and Field relate to each other and interact. Let us try to work that model into the series of narrative 

objects. The source, which is the structure containing the instructions for how to make the object is X. Then 

we need to zoom in on the object. We want the object to be an architectural object that contains the feed-

back loop. Therefore the O in our series actually needs to be composed of a small loop between Project (P), 

object (O) and then the field, which serves as structure X:   

- X-(P-X-O)-X-(P-X-O)-X …. ∞ 

 

We could model this loop back on the triangle: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The man represents the act of pro-jecting. The building is an ob-ject. And, the city may represent the field of 

architecture. This is the loop, and this feed-back loop has a size. The measure of it is the human body.  

Just as an exercise in order to reflect on the topic of size, look at the Chengdu project and play a little with the 

position of the brackets in the feed-back loop: - X-(P-X-O)-X-(P-X-O)-X- 
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- X-{(P-X-O)-X-(P-X-O)}-X-{ (P-X-O)-X-(P-X-O)}-X etc.  When does the point come when we loose the 

architectural scale, the measure of the architectural object – and hence the feed-back loop? 

III.iii Does speed matter? 

The loop implies movements, change, and movement implies time and speed. For every change in the field, in 

society, in politics, demography, economy, in an object, in technology or in culture etc., for every change there 

is a cycle in the loop. When technology and economy changes, when production changes, the factories close 

and people leave the city, and the city shrinks - it changes. Detroit is probably the most famous case of 

shrinking cities. When people migrate from rural areas into the city, then the city grows: it changes. It is normal 

that cities grow, and that they shrink. Think of Rome and Xi’an. All cities change; always. The issue is not the 

change, the intelligence of the system depends on change. The issue is the speed with which changes unfolds.  

The meaning of Speed  

Speed (of change) is a basic criterion of urban quality that our architectural environment is together forming a 

kind of intelligent system. When we, in our capacity as users of architecture, think and understand things, such 

as our environment, we apply a number of emotional and intellectual faculties. And in our capacity as 

architects and planners, we are responsible for designing these new environments, for changing our cities 

according to changing needs, cultures, economies etc.  

In order to perceive our environment as understandable, as meaningful, we need to have our full cognitive 

range at work. We depend on creativity and innovation. Art is man’s fastest way of thinking, of coping with-, or 

acting on the unknown, with the unexpected insight or incident. Experience comes next, and gives us a feed-

back on our first reactions, building knowledge of how to re-cognize and to re-act appropriately to a situation. 

But luckily, a lot of our daily lives work quite well without us having to spend too much energy on thinking 

about what de do at all. We just do it the same way we always do. That is habit. 

And one of our basic tools of human cognition is habit, i.e. convention, tradition, recognition etc. The thing 

with habit is that it changes slowly. That is why habit is stable. That is also why habit, in all its forms – as 

conventions, legislation, regulations, etc. can be a problem versus our need for innovation. The speed of 

change is however a greater challenge when cities grow fast. In this respect the big cities of China and those of 

Norway are very similar. They both grow at about 1,5% per year. The difference is of course that 1,5% growth 

rate means that Xi’an grows with one Trondheim per year18. It seems fair to assume that the ferociousness of 

Chinese urban growth is a result of its speed times the size of its cities. The same is true for Norwegian cities. 

Only that Norwegian cities, with the exception of Oslo, all are in Chinese terms classified as Small and Mid-Size 

Cities (SMDC)(<0.5mill). In China 160 million people live in China’s 62 Mega Cities (>1mill) 19. 

Habit is also something of an Achilles heel to architecture when it comes to rapid, or sudden, abrupt change. If 

change goes faster than habit can follow, our understanding, and hence the intelligence of the system, is 

destabilized. In catastrophic cases, like an earth quake, a tsunami or a war, the element of habit collapses. Then 

all normal rules of conduct or tradition are set aside, and a state of exception occurs. If an old woman needs to 

 
18 In physics we know that energy(E) equals mass(m)(size) x speed(c). If we frivolously borrow Einstein’s E=mc2, 
we may assume that there is more energy in the urban development in China than in Norway, even if the speed 
is the same.  
19  Zhiqiang WU, Zhaohui LIU, “Impact of City Scale and Regional Difference on Small & Medium-Size Citie’s 
Development and Its Implication”, China City Planning Review vol. 23, No.2, 2014. 
The authors of this article point out that one should “avoid the size trap” when assessing the quality of urban 
development in SMSCs. More important than size, they say, is the issue of cultivating a sustainable framework 
of urban growth. And this, I would suggest, is intrinsically linked to the intelligence of the system, and hence to 
the speed of change. 
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be saved from the rubble, the young man who finds her is perfectly justified in not following normal social 

etiquette and not to introduce himself to her and ask her permission to grab her arms and pull her to safety. 

And when the army engineer corps arrives with emergency shelters and blankets, they are forgiven for not 

waiting for the urban planning authorities to finish their plans before they set up camp for the victims.  

FIG: LIU Jiakun in the ruins of the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake 

Speed and Politics 

In the film Fog of War, Robert McNamara is interviewed about leadership in general (he had experience from 

WW2 and from the Ford Motor Company in Detroit), and about his role as secretary of defense in the Kennedy 

administration during the Vietnam War.20 Over the course of the interview, McNamara reflects on his own 

leadership, and implicitly, leadership in general, seeing large-scale projects through in unpredictable and 

rapidly changing situations.  

McNamara speaks with the insight and candor that can only develop from experience and age. In the film, his 

experiences are summarized as “11 lessons from the life of Robert McNamara”. Lessons 6,7, and 8 are “get the 

data”, “belief and seeing are often both wrong”, and “be prepared to reexamine your reasoning”. 

In extreme situations, such as McNamara's war-time experiences, ignoring these principles of relating to facts 

can have immediate and disastrous consequences. But consequences can be serious even in the more peaceful 

pursuits of developing urban or rural space, even if those consequences are somewhat delayed. 

During a State of Exception the feed-back loop is set aside. The system is deprived of its intelligence, available 

data and information are withheld, and action is imposed from outside the system. We know the State of 

Exception as an emergency measure. As such it is in some cases a wise, a necessary measure. In any case it is a 

very efficient measure – so efficient that Giorgio Agamben calls it “a paradign of government”21. In terms of 

the intelligence of the urban system, however, the State of Exception works pretty much like urban plans did 

in Renaissance Europe or Imperial China22. They were imposed and implemented as an ob-ject on the 

inhabitants.  

How about fine arts? Art is fast. It re-acts by intuition, senses, on the immediate experience of what presents 

itself to us, or ob-jects itself on us, here and now. Art fuels a cognitive process.  

FIG: LIU Jiakun reacted to the state of exception after the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake by designing a rebirth brick, 

made from rubble, and providing a brickmaking tool. This project did react fast, and it did set convention and habit 

aside. But by going down in size, it compensated for the speed and maintained intelligence inside the local system. 

The problem is that understanding art is an open ended process. Aesthetics is rather an individual level of 

understanding. Picasso’s paintings never claimed to be the truth about what women looked like; only to show 

Picassos personal view of his models. But nobody needs to live in a Picasso painting. We can hang it on the 

wall and enjoy it when we feel like looking at it. We can explore the endless possibilities of understandings and 

interpretations of Picasso’s cubist women – without the necessity of finding the correct one. Maybe we could 

compare it with an open ended project; a project without an object? 

We can conclude that speed is as important as size to the intelligence of the city. We can also conclude that 

the intelligence of the system depends on its energy being kept within manageable levels.  

 
20 http://handofreason.com/2011/media/the-fog-of-war-eleven-lessons-from-the-life-of-robert-s-mcnamara  
21 Giorgio Agamben, State of Exeption, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 2005 
 

http://handofreason.com/2011/media/the-fog-of-war-eleven-lessons-from-the-life-of-robert-s-mcnamara
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The crux is to find the balance between the thrust of private project development on one side, and the 

carefully cultivated mapping of urban plans and cultural heritage on the other. That must be the tipping point 

between kitsch and cool, between fast and furious, between Tang style rooftops on modern Xi’an skyscrapers 

and this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


