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investigation of soft systems on the intersection of
architecture, urbanism and infrastructure

The notion of indeterminacy within architecture
and the city not only halted the project of Mod-
ernism but also spawned several trajectories of
design that embraced flexible, soft, dynamic and
transforming systemstorespondtothe new needs
of the expanding city and its pluralistic inhabitants.

The term soft is expansive in its meanings — it
describes material qualities, evokes character
traits, defines strategies of persuasion, models
of systems thinking and problem-solving, and
new approaches to design. This said, the most
obvious associations with soft have been ma-
terial characteristics- yielding readily to touch
or pressure, smooth, pliable, malleable or plas-
tic. These definitions position soft as an adjec-
tive often tied to a physical thing or noun. Such
characterizations of soft aligned with several
design motives during the 1960s and 70s that
were entrenched in a skepticism of modern-
ism- soft was deemed to enable individual-
ism, responsiveness, nhomadism, and anarchy.

Many architects of the 1960s can be seen as
forerunners in a soft campaign. Archigram’s in-
vestigations into pods, Price’s inflatable roof
structures or Fuller’s research into lightness were
all literally soft, and often scaled to the material
properties of human occupation. However, larger
urban visions such as Plug-In City, Ville Spatiale,
or Potterries Thinkbelt can equally be understood
as soft. What unites these projects was their at-
tempt to develop design strategies that shifted
from the malleability of a material to the flexibility
of a system. In so doing they developed new char-
acteristics of soft that aligned the term as a verb.

The development of soft architecture strategies
in 1960s corresponded to an era of upheaval-
the emerging awareness of environmental is-
sues, radical transformations in social structures
in Europe and North America and technological
innovations, not least with the expansion of com-
puting, cybernetics, aeronautics and biology. We
find ourselves yet in another era of far-reach-
ing transformation- economic, ecological, po-
litical and climatic amongst others- prompting
the repositioning of the role and performance
of architecture, infrastructure, and technolo-
gy. Soft has reemerged and gained increasing
traction as a counter point to permanent, static
and hard systems that are no longer viewed as
suitable to address contemporary urban com-
plexities and their continual transformations.

Researching through design, the goal of the stu-
dio would be to examine the use and implications
of soft today- from the scale of material innova-
tion to territorial networks. While the scope of
soft is diverse in deployment and the issues they
engage, the studio aims to concentrate on the
post-industrial peripheries - proposing systems,
networks and technologies that are responsive,
adaptable, scalable, non-linear, and multivalent
for the contemporary urban/ruralscapes, working
within and against disurbanization and moving to
the edge of growth where landscape meets me-
tropolis.

The content, pedagogy and learning outcomes
of the course target transcending the methods of
research through design as well as case studies,
application of discourse with project practicalities
and contextual readings with diverse set of ma-
terials and exercises.
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Sniace,

Torrelavega—

Studio topic, site and discourse

Establishing the narratives of the Adaptable City
main theme, the research-by-design process of
the studio will explore the post-industrial future
scenarios of the currently decaying and shrinking
—but previously robust— industrial cities (com-
pany towns) to investigate the latent potentials
of their 20th century functionalist infrastructures
in order to devise 21st century productive urban
systems.

Aiming to formulate speculative but well-ground-
ed manifestos, the studio will conduct a site-spe-
cific process and focus on Sniace industrial
compound in Torrelavega, Spain. Creating an
interface between the urban and the rural; the
machinic and the natural; the static and the dy-
namic, Sniace was a post-civil war factory that
reinvented Torrelavega as a powerful industrial
city in the 20th century. Founded in 1939, Sniace
was the largest cellulosic products manufacturer
and provided all the paper that was used in the
Spanish press; caused rapid population growth
in the city; it based its strength on the abundance
of raw materials in the vicinity, exploiting the fer-
tile grounds of Cantabria. However, the factory is
now facing with the challenges of political, eco-
logical and digital challenges of the 21st century:
It is under the process of decommissioning, and
with it Torrelavega is languishing.

With its rivers Saja and Besaya conceiving re-
source and conduits, Torrelavega has a histo-
ry of transformation ranging from a prehistoric
productive landscape to a medieval agricultural
hub, then to a regional center of industry, trans-
portation and livestock. Standing in the thresh-
olds of another transformation era, can Sniace
attempt to reconcile territorial geography with a
local social context for Torrelavega? Is its infra-
structure capable of inventing new economies for
Torrelavega? Contrarily, should it offer new econ-
omies for the Torrelavega or should “shrinking”
(urban decay) posit a new urban model for the

post-industrial city? Can it challenge its historic
industrial role to be able to anticipate transform-
ability, emergence and complexity natural and
cultural processes? While still providing a partic-
ular replicable model, can it form complex sets of
relations at various scales?

The cities that once were the symbol of the in-
dustrial society are nowadays lay abandoned
and useless, suffering from serious problems of
decay. The inevitable change and their severe
repercussions invite designers to discover the
potentials of the post-industrial cities through di-
verse ways of engagement with tactical, strate-
gic design that operates covertly by transforming
existing organizational structures, and opportu-
nistically subverts rules and limitations to support
new ecologies—whether natural, economic or
political.

Initiating a research process on strategic organi-
zational templates that responds to demanding
programs rendered uncertain by the unpredict-
ability of contemporary life, the studio will inves-
tigate mutual interconnections and co-evolving
systems within a compound scheme by ques-
tioning:

How to create adaptable mechanisms for
post-industrial cities to allow and welcome
future transformations?

How can design catalyze new models for
infrastructure with regards to movement,
energy, ecologies, economics and politics?

How can existing industrial templates con-
vert their mono-functional design vision to
create mutant landscapes of soft and hard
infrastructures?
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Studio Structure—

This studio is positioned and organized such
that research and design are in a continuous
feedback loop. The studio will operate within a
heuristic model of ‘research by design’. This will
require an iterative process of working, and con-
tinuous development in design and research of
the project. The studio encourages broad specu-
lations, independent thinking, and the positioning
of the architecture design with a much broader
social, cultural, political, and economic context.

The studio sessions will include lectures, presen-
tations, individual desk-critiques, pin-ups, class
discussions and formal reviews. Class attendance
and participation play a key part in the course
and will be noted and evaluated by the instructor.

The course will be structured around a single
theme, phased in three modules. While detailed

descriptions will introduce each one, readings,
lectures and skills & tools workshops will be
given in conjunction to support each module:

Readings - Students are expected to com-
plete required readings and participate in class
discussion. Selected readings will be assigned
to students to moderate a class discussion.

Lectures - The studio will host several lec-
tures by the instructor and the invited academics
or professionals with expertise on relevant top-
ics to the research and practice of the modules.

Skills & Tools - Instrumental short workshops
will be introduced for students to acquire basic
knowledge on suitable software for production.

MODULE 1: Understanding & framing the context

Activity: site research, virtual site excursions, site analyses, cartographic studies (research & inter-

pretations through mapping)

Outcome: thesis question/main argument, speculative masterplan (urban framework) and diagrams

according to speculative program narrative

MODULE 2: Systems design

Activity: masterplan/ urban framework studies & design development, program development in
accordance with the main argument, environmental & spatial constraints, as well as socio-political &

cultural narratives

Outcome: design of the organizational template/system that defines urban mobility, urban ecology
and public space strategy & tactics, and selection of particular square to develop the project in detalil

MODULE 3: System components

Activity: Employment of strategies & tactics in detail on the selected square, inter-scalar study to
test the resiliency of the framework (understanding how the decisions made on a smaller scale af-
fect the outcome of the masterplan) and develop material practice for the project

Outcome: Finalization of the overall urban design according to detailed study of the program, over-
all organizational configuration and its material qualities.



W Mo Th
M: Introduction: Studio + Module 1+ Lecture: Urban Development of Torrelavega
1 1 4 Th: Studio Discussion + Research Assignment + Lecture: Adaptable City Vol.2
M: Studio works + Desk Crits / Site research, analysis, cartographic studies
2 8 11 = | Th: Studio works + Desk Crits / Site research, analysis, cartographic studies
L
5
:5 QA |M: Common 3D Model due + Group 1 Presentation + Studio works + Desk Crits /
[ 3 15 18 O |[site research, analysis, cartographic studies
g = |Th: Studio works + Desk Crits / Speculative thesis argument due
M: Group 2 Presentation + Studio works + Desk Crits / Speculative thesis argument:
4 22 25 Urban framework + Program
Th: Pin-up jury
M: Group 3 Presentation + Introduction of Module 2 + Studio Discussion
5 29 1 Th: Studio works + Desk Crits / Design + Program developement + Lecture 1
M: Group 4 Presentation + Studio works + Desk Crits / Design + Program
6 5 8 $ developement
1 | Th: Studio works + Desk Crits / Design development + Program selec. due
2
0O |M: Group 5 Presentation + Studio works + Desk Crits / Design development + Area
7 12 15 O |selection due
E' = Th: Pin-up jury
o M: Studio works + Desk Crits / Design developement
< |3 19 Th: Jury |
M: Introduction of Module 3 + Studio Discussion
9 26 29 Th: Studio works + Desk Crits / Design development
M: Studio works + Desk Crits / Design developement
10 3 6 Th: Studio works + Desk Crits / Design development
M: Studio works + Desk Crits / Design development + Lecture 2
11 10 Th: National Holiday
: )
s H M: Studio works + Desk Crits / Design developement
12 17 20 = |Th: Pin-up jury
(=]
o
= |M: Studio works + Desk Crits / Design developement
13 24 27 Th: Jury i
M: Studio works + Desk Crits / Wrap up
14 31 Th: Studio works + Desk Crits / Wrap up
L
Z
-} M: Studio works + Desk Crits / Wrap up
- 15 7 10 Th: Studio works + Desk Crits / Wrap up
Jury * This schedule is subject to change and will be re-issued if significant changes occur.
Lecture
Pin-up jury

Group works
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Course objectives—

This studio values research and design as equal
required constituents in continuous exchange
during the entire process. Each student will for-
mulate a thesis question centered around the
studio’s premise. The objective is for each stu-
dent to produce a projective, speculative design
proposal that engages and reframes the prob-
lems and questions of a new public culture, land-
scape and infrastructure through architecture.
Students are expected:

- to study the historic and contemporary transfor-
mations of the site to develop a contextual dis-
course

- to develop and articulate a critical position
about the role of architecture in the contempo-
rary urbanized environment (networks, systems,
economies and politics)

- to develop a conceptually sophisticated, tech-
nically advanced design proposal at a range of
scales (city, site, and building), through explicit
architectural considerations

- to employ architecture as an opportunity to re-
activate social, cultural and economic urban con-
ditions

- to examine mechanisms of flexibility that would
allow transformation and future adaptations of
the spaces to accommodate new functional re-
quirements

- to study the impact of building not only in a
small urban context, but also as part of Madrid’s
overall skyline/urban framework

- to develop an understanding of organization,
systems and process

- to work with a diverse range of representation
techniques

Evaluation criteria—

Assessments will be based on the following cri-
teria and scale:

S CHUETGOETRGETGWA Enquiry and extension of

the course material will be essential to success-
ful studio work. Students must be able to clearly
articulate their design ambitions, intellectual un-
derpinnings and all design work in pinups and
desk crits.

II work must be executed with care
and precision. Quality and craft of production will
factor largely into performance evaluations.
Attendance to studio for the en-
tirety of the schedule course time is mandatory,
and includes prompt and active participation in
studio discussions and pinups and beginning on
time.

S lul S iHlTimely completion of exercis-
es and consistent development of architectural
concepts over the course of the semester will be
required to maintain the rigorous pace of the stu-
dio. All deadlines are non-flexible and materials
must be completed by the specific date and time.

Students must complete all projects to an ac-
ceptable level and obtain a passing average in
order to receive credit for this course. Students’
work will be evaluated according to their perfor-
mances in the studio, desk crits, pin-up reviews,
jury sessions and final submissions. Minimum
required deliverables for the jury reviews and the
final submission are:

- Project narrative and report

- Conceptual diagrams, sketches and axo-
nometric explanations

- Master plan /site plan

- Plans and sections

- Project visuals/renders/collages

- Tectonic diagrams

Course Grading

Preliminary projects,
jury evaluations: 50%
evaluation, performance and participation in the
process, term project, final delivery: 50%

research presentations,
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Contributions —

The studio will host various international and national academicians and professionals as invited
lecturers and jury critics throughout the semester to provide diverse feedback and network. The com-
plete list of lecturers and jurors will be announced beginning of the semester.
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“Infrastructure works not so
much to provide specific build-
Ings on given sites, but to con-
struct the site itself infrastruc-
ture prepares the ground for
future building and creates
conditions for future events.
Its primary modes of operation
are the division, allocation,
and construction of surfaces;
the provision of services to
support future programs; and
the establishment of networks
for movement, communica-
tion, and exchange. Infrastruc-
ture’s medium is geography.”

-Stan Allen. Points and Lines: Diagrams and Projects for the city. 54.



