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Dirty dozen:
Practices of lived modernism
hannah Le roux

→ The layer of the city constructed during the period of modernist 

design of the 1950s and 1970s is the setting for creative reactions to 

the context of late modernism. Using the term lived modernism to 

describe the interrelations between the modernist city and its lived 

afterlife, I explore their potential as a model for design practice by 

comparing them to a dozen projects executed by architects and other 

practitioners within the fabric of redundant modernist space. The 

‘dirty dozen’ projects are analysed through visual media that use 

diagrams to notate the essential gestures at work in the processes 

of transformation. These readings reveal a multiplicity of eff ective 

creative practices at the intersection of social transformation and 

spatial reclamation.
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the lived modern city

My work engages with an intersection that is found in 
almost all western cities, or those designed in the image 
of the west through colonial or mimetic processes, that 
resulted in pockets of the sort of welfarist or commercial 
generic architecture broadly known as architectural 
modernism. The modernist layer of the city presents 
two faces: a muted, rigid and almost predictable set of 
structures making up the built environment encompass-
ing the period from the 1950s to 1970s, and the creative, 
ad hoc, and often messy reactions to that context by its 
users. The structural layer is the trace of attempts to 
bring the city and urban processes into an organised 
system, alternately socialist, colonial or capitalist in its 
broad ambitions, through the planning, construction and 
maintenance of space. This aspect of the city aspired to 
totalise all of life and its processes towards a mechani-
cal system. With such ambitions only partially realised, 
the structures of the modernist city are left to intersect 
with multiple acts of resistances to such order. Within 
African cities, human agency is extreme in its manifesta-
tions and uncontrolled by bureaucracy (Tipple 2000; de 
Boeck & Plissart 2004; Simone 2004), while in the west 
such practices emerge on the city’s fringes (Boeri 2003; 
Ruby & Ruby 2008). My practice-based design research 
explores these conditions, to which I give the term lived 
modernism, both as a model and as a site for new modes 
of spatial practice. In other words, lived modernism 
describes both found conditions and a set of practices 
that can be redeployed.

As a documentary term, lived modernism describes the 
coexistence of two conditions. It acknowledges that many 
built spaces have undergone significant changes since the 
1970s, even without physical growth: same forms, new life. 
These reoccupied spaces often feel dysfunctional, but also 
contain moments of extraordinary fit between contexts 
and activities. In these situations, neither the modernist 
principle, form follows function, nor a romantic notion 
of vernacular practices as an organic unity, can fully 
describe what is happening in the coming into being of 
lived space. Concrete forms and social space display a 
dialogic, mutually transformative interrelationship. 

This lived modernism is often preceded by the modern-
ist’s city’s gradual loss of large industrial functions from 
city centres to more remote locations. As the cities of 
the west and its former colonies de-industrialise, many 
spaces and buildings have lost their institutional tenants 
and their order since the 1970s. The resultant voids allow 
new uses. At the same time, with increasingly permissive 
political environments and demographic changes, people 

and economies enter the city in numbers and networks 
beyond the imagined limits of modern society. Loose 
assemblages of people and networks moving within 
contemporary urban systems have replaced the localised 
organisations − companies, residential communities, 
institutions, communications and transport systems 

− that formed the object of modernist planning. These 
emergent entities often work without the means or the 
will to invest in new permanent spaces. They engage 
instead with existing city’s voids and strata in the way 
a bricoleur uses material at hand to solve a problem: 
temporarily, practically, economically, and without care 
for its original meaning. The resulting moments are 
socially and visually diverse, and above all, strategic 
forms of spatial use. 

Lived modernism contains an ethical potential to the 
reinvention of the city, since, as a set of practices, it 
opens up space to social appropriation and re-creation, 
and reuses the redundant spaces of modernism. It can 
be posed as a model for progressive forms of design and 
social practice. Yet, how do I go beyond just seeing these 
practices happening, through absorbing them as practi-
cal knowledge, as an inspiration and as a shared space, 
to re-appropriating them as a personal and conscious 
approach in my architectural practice? 

One strategy in my research has been to engage with 
other communities of practice that reuse modernist space. 
Both local and international projects have informed my 
research, which includes interviews with other architects 
and the modernx colloquium (le Roux 2009), as well 
as site visits to projects and research into published 
work, online and in print. From this process of survey-
ing, communicating and documenting, in this paper, I 
scan and reflect on twelve projects - the ‘dirty dozen’ 
referred to in the title. Perhaps more grittily real than 
dirty, they are nonetheless projects that bring a layer of 
complexity to the use and forms of spaces they inherit. As 
touchstones, they sustain my belief in the productiveness 
of interdisciplinary practices beyond modernism. In 
their diversity, they suggest that the conscious practice 
of lived modernism is not predefined but rather explores 
a multiplicity of possibilities in between community 
advocacy, ephemeral creative practices, historical and 
contemporary mappings and my profession, architecture.

Re-figured practices

[R]esearch by architectural design is not new. It affirms the 
original meaning of disegno [sic], in which the architect is a 
researcher of ideas as well as images and objects, but it sits 
uneasily with professionalism (Hill 2006:332).

The dozen projects described here are by collective and 
individual designers working from parallel conceptual 
positions, across a wide period of time and space. I look 
at the case studies comparatively, but also isolate some 
of the critical gestures that transformed their contexts. 
These gestures constitute elements of practice that mirror 
the intentionality of my approach to lived modernism. My 
intention is not to define such a practice, but to trace and 
describe moments in which the idea − the lived critique 
of the modern − crystallizes through the intersection of 
design and use.

The twelve case studies are from different geographical 
areas, but the emphasis is on accessible works located in 
South Africa and western Europe. They span a historical 
period from 1947 to the present. The forms of authorship 
include both individual and collective practice, located 
within free market and state funded economies. They 
also cover a broad range of physical projects and project 
budgets. Their commonality relates to their positioning 
within the physical and social environment of modernism, 

a context that presents both the physical material for 
the projects and a form of institutional constraint or 
crisis to which the programmatic framing of the projects 
responds. They fall between architecture, heritage, social 
re-engineering, art practice and activism, and they share 
this interest in the interrelation of place and its use, and 
the need to work between both aspects of space.

How to order these twelve projects within the linear space 
of the text? I began with a comparative tabling of the 
projects, reflecting on their chronology, their local urban 
fabric and their scales in both physical and social terms 
(Figs. 1 & 2). The process of researching and redrawing 
brought out both a sense of similitude and of difference. 
Most strikingly, in terms of similarities, there is a clear 
and common relationship between a broad social context 
and a minimal physical intervention, while the differ-
ences relate to the disparity of scales. 

Chronologically, the twelve projects span between the 
end of World War II and the present (Fig. 1). The earliest 
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project set is by Aldo van Eyck who, in his capacity as the 
city architect, designed more than 700 playgrounds for 
the city of Amsterdam between 1947 and 1970, (Lefaivre, 
Roode & Fuchs 2002). The restaurant FOOD, founded 
by a community of artists in New York in 1971, includ-
ing Gordon Matta-Clark, Tina Girouard and Caroline 
Goodden (Kennedy 2007) almost 25 years later, marks a 
more critical distance to modernism, and the emergence 
of urban reclamation as a creative, rather than a welfarist 
strategy. This movement coincides with the Situationists’s 
theorising of the urban uprisings in Paris in 1968. Lina Bo 
Bardi’s project (see de Oliveira 2006) for the Social Service 
for Commerce (SESC) in Pompéia, São Paola, 1977-1986, 
spans these two intentions, by preparing settings for 
spontaneous cultural expression, institutionalised 
recreation and political expression in a disused factory.

The next generation of projects begins around the period 
of the fi rst democratic elections in South Africa in 1994. 
Warwick Junction Urban Renewal project, designed and 
managed by Richard Dobson in the Durban Municipality 
(Dobson & Skinner 2009), followed on the subsequent 
appropriation of modernist space in the wake of political 
changes in urban governance. Around the same period, 
cities globally transformed through the capitalisation of 
urban gentrifi cation and immigration. The Upat project 
is my design for a company, Upat South Africa that had 
bought a building in an inner-city area and invested in 
space and furniture for its staff  and retail operations. 
The High Line project designed by Field Operations and 
Diller Scofi dio + Refro architects (High Line … 2010), the 
WiMBY project for the town of Hoogvliet by Crimson 
Architectural Historians and politician and journalist 
Felix Rottenberg (Provoost et al 2007), Anne Lacaton 
and Jean-Philippe Vassal’s proposal for altering blocks 
of social housing in Paris (Druot, Lacaton & Vassal 2007) 
and the research and presentation of social space in 
Corviale, Rome, by the architectural collective Stalker/
osservatorionomade (Blogs in Corviale 2006) all refl ect 
these tendencies.

The offi  ces of the architecture practice Robbrecht en 
Daem in Ghent, Belgium (see Strauven, Delvoldere & 
Delbek 2009) and the Nestworks project, Bankside, 
London, which comprises the provision of urban bird 
nesting spaces designed by 51% Studios (Urban Birds: 
Nestworks 1 2 3 2010), refl ect the intertwinement of 
reuse with ecological agendas in the wake of the Green 
movement, and the Kyoto Protocol of 1997. Lastly, the 
KwaThema project conceptualised and run by myself with 
students in the School of Architecture and Planning at the 
University of the Witwatersrand in 2008 (le Roux 2008), 

engages with creating an open public space for youth in 
the East Rand township of KwaThema.

In a pair of comparative tables, I refl ect on the various 
project’s inherent physical material and organisational 
strategies within two sets of binary terms (Figs. 3-5). 
The fi rst pair − built framework and social space − deals 
with the existing context and maps where the project’s 
emphasis lies in relation to the desire to rework the 
existing built form and to engage with an existing social 
community. The second pair − physical preparation and 
social choreography − deals with the strategies used 
to realise the project and maps the emphases on built 
material and social relationships. Together, they map 
both active and passive roles played by the two aspects 
of constructed and lived space.

The scale of the ellipse that forms in relation to the 
axial mappings refl ects, if not the scale, the scope of the 
project in working between disciplines of spatial and 
social organisation. But more than this, the mappings 
comprise a tool to consider and compare projects in 
their full scope, without bias towards either constructed 
or lived aspects, and outside of their varying scales and 
locales. Interestingly, the twelve projects are distrib-
uted in only three of the four quadrants. The bottom 
left quadrant, which represents a project that socially 
engineers an existing space, is empty. This suggests that 
all the projects, even if they use the existing space without 
any new physical preparation, acknowledge social space 
as a dimension.

Dozens of strategies

President Mao was right after all: the revolution has to 
always be revolutionized. What he did not anticipate is 
that the new ‘revolutionary’ energy would be taken from 
the set of attitudes that are hard to come by in revolution-
ary movements: modesty, care, precautions, skills, crafts, 
meanings, attention to details, careful conservations, 
redesign, artifi ciality, and ever shifting transitory fashions. 
We have to be radically careful, or carefully radical … What 
an odd time we are living through (Latour 2009:8).

The nature of lived modernism is uncontainable in 
verbal narratives. It forms the theme of many pieces of 
fi lm, realist, photography and installations, in which 
the duality of spatial contexts and social actions are 
easily co-presented. Working within the fl at space of the 
drawing, as my working tool towards design in real space, 
other forms of representation have to signify the story 
and context of transformation. The format of representa-
tion I have chosen to describe the individual projects is 
one that follows the convention of representation in my 
projects, which present the situated design as a composite 
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image that sandwiches a figure between the elements of 
context and use. 

In studying the twelve projects I have re-drawn each of 
them as a narrative strip (Figs. 6 & 7). The image on the left 
of the strip shows an existing context before the project; 
the image on the right, the project as built and used. In 
between these are other images that represent strategies, 
ways of effecting social and spatial transformations, 
through diagrams, objects and organisational processes. 
Some, but not all of the images, are by the architects 
and represent meditative or visual forms of thinking 
on space. This in-between figure is a form of analysis of 
the projects, a mnemonic notation and an example of a 
technique to describe socio-spatial change. There is no 
way of comprehensively describing the complexity of 
each project in a single image, but the process is one of 
selecting emblematic photographs and gestures to filter 
and absorb. At the same time, sifting through ‘working 
drawings’ of the projects has been a way of considering 
the forms of representation available to a project.

The process of notation suggests a range of strategies 
between the spatial and social, which are montaged 
onto each other. Separating out the layers, there are 
particular intensities in each project, often falling into 
both domains and sometimes into a blurred zone of socio/
spatial thinking where both domains are reconsidered 
in the same moment. At the extremes, these notations 
describe how some projects have emerged by considering 
context purely in terms of its spatial or built dimensions, 
and others attempt to transform use through social 
actions alone. However, it is interesting how much of 
the coming-into-being of all these projects has depended 
on forms of thought and action that are neither the one 
nor the other: strategies that can be termed ‘designerly’ 
thinking (when the production of the object is stressed) 
or socio-spatial practice (where the end of social change 
is realised within a spatial frame).

Some examples narrate these processes. The primary 
gesture in the High Line project is the object of transfor-
mation, the defunct raised railway track from the 1930s, 
used to convey goods in the meatpacking district of New 

Fig. 3. Project strategies – analytical framework. Fig 4: Project strategies – set 1.

Fig. 5. Project strategies – set 2.
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York. It was threatened with demolition in the 1980s (High 
Line … 2010). Challenging this fate, an activist and local 
resident, Peter Obletz, tried to keep it maintained, so 
stalling demolition but also freezing it in its physical and 
social function. The crystallization of the present project 
came about later, in 1999, when Joshua David and Robert 
Hammond, two residents, formed Friends of the High 
Line − an advocacy group that countered the demolition 
with heritage legislation and a counter-proposal for use 
as social space. The sponsorship of the project came 
about through both political and social lobbying, and 
its life, now that the fi rst and major phase of alteration 
is complete, remains programmed by the Friends group. 
Interweaving this construction of a civic community 
is a design for a new publically traffi  cable surface and 
landscape, the contract for which was awarded to James 
Corner’s Field Works practice with Diller Scofi dio + 
Renfro, with a Dutch garden designer, Piet Oudolf as 
planting designer, as a result of a competition. The design 
evokes images of process(es) through the poetic detailing 
of planting, furniture and materials that juxtapose the 
function and metaphor of transport with that of delay 
and abandon.

Several of the other projects, including SESC, FOOD, the 
Amsterdam Playgrounds and the Robbrecht en Daem’s 
offi  ce, were conceived as responses to voided space in 
the city. The impulse is often spurred by the discovery of 
vacancy, and the projects maintain a sense of functional 
clearing. These projects have invented social programmes 
from scratch to deal with voids that come about 
through historical changes. As poignant examples, the 
Amsterdam Playgrounds were located in spaces created 
by World War II, through bombings and the deportation 
of Jewish residents (Lefaivre et al 2002). The subsequent 
demolitions or clearings created space in the city that 
represented radical social loss, which was countered by 
the vision of giving over the spaces as playgrounds to the 
next generation of children. The projects add minimalist 
form to the spaces, as a way of maintaining their condition 
as urban voids, while compelling the children who play 
in them, and their watchers, to do so with a maximum of 
physical and imaginative investment. 

FOOD, a restaurant started by artists who had found 
cheap studio spaces in New York’s neighborhood of SoHo 
in the wake of its de-industrialisation, created a platform 
for social interaction between these studios. Taking over 

the space of a restaurant once serving local businesses, it 
also reinvented the function of its space from just serving 
food into one of support for more collective creative 
activities (Lee & Matta-Clark 2000) that used food as 
medium for invention and co-experience. The restaurant 
also came about through minimal physical transforma-
tion, suggesting the potential for social space to shatter 
the dominance of physically defi ned functions. The 
photomontages by Matta-Clark of his de-constructions, 
which form the interim image in the representation of 
this project, illustrate this hierarchic inversion through 
the literal and visual deformation in space to capture 
the purity of the cuts made in the photomontages. The 
re-naming of the place, FOOD – which is marked over one 
photograph of an otherwise unaltered exterior, is ironic 
in its starkly functional appellation, but also suggests that 
it is the human activity within the space that constitutes 
nourishment for its community.

After claiming and clearing found spaces and stabilising 
them in technical terms through the intervention of 
architects, the offi  ces of Robbrecht en Daem; the SESC, 
WiMBY, Upat, Plus and the KwaThema Beer Hall projects, 
all similarly follow through with a commitment to keep 

them open in terms of their signifi cations. In other words, 
what their function becomes is a space of immanence, or 
cross programming, while the built fabric is maintained 
as a frame. In contrast, another set of projects begins 
with the mapping, identifi cation and recognition of 
social activities that have been somehow threatened or 
limited, and amplifi es the space of these projects into 
the space available in the modern city. These projects 
include Warwick Junction, Stalker’s Corviale Network, 
Nestworks and the Chess Park in KwaThema. In the case 
of these projects the strategy involves social mapping as 
a way of recognising and naming the activities and social 
subjects on the site, altering their status from something 
strategically concealed to something proudly present. 

In the map developed to describe the trader activities 
in Durban’s Warwick Junction (Dobson & Skinner 2009), 
which is used as the interim image, new symbols were 
designed to locate and equalise a wide range of retail 
functions that had self-organised across the site. By 
identifying and naming each group as a community, the 
possibility of defi ning dedicated spaces for its broader 
community became apparent to the urban bureaucracy. 
These communities in turn became the locus of projects 

Fig. 6. Narrative strips – set 1.

WIMBY 2001-2005

MONTAGE

THE HIGH LINE 1998-2010

WARWICK JUNCTION 1995-2005WARWICK JUNCTION 1995-2005

F O O DF O O DF O O D

AMSTERDAM PLAYGROUNDS 1947-1971

FOOD 1971-1974

WARWICK JUNCTION 1995-2005

WiMBY 2001-2007

SESC POMPEIA 1977-1986

THE HIGH LINE 1998-2010

MONTAGE

+

ROBBRECHT&DAEM OFFICES 2005-2007

NESTWORKS 2010

CORVIALLE 2006

PLUS+ 2006

UPAT 2005

KWA-THEMA PROJECT 2007

Fig. 7. Narrative strips – set 2.



dirty dozen: practices of lived modernism dirty dozen: practices of lived modernism

165 166on making on making

tailored to their specific needs; for instance, the bovine 
head market had to assist a community of women whose 
livelihood consisted of cleaning, cooking and selling 
sheep and cattle heads, sourced as waste from abattoirs, 
to contain risks of contamination. In another site, a road 
leading to the Badsha Pier cemetery, the coexistence of 
two potentially conflictual claims on the space - traders 
and a religious community - was resolved by according 
each group certain temporal rights.

In KwaThema, where the Chess Academy had operated 
out of a used shipping container perched between private 
and public space on a pavement, by adding signage and 
installing a public chess board, we not only ratified the 
container’s dubious legal status, but also gained the 
tacit acceptance by the local authority that the adjacent 
park ‘belonged’ to the Academy (le Roux 2008). In each 
of these cases the mechanism for recognition had to be 
invented by the authorities, prompted through meetings 
and letters, by the de facto owners of each space.

In many of these projects private activities are amplified 
into public space. The re-appearance of children in the 
city in Amsterdam’s playgrounds, the communal eating 
at FOOD, the lounge-like activities programmed into 
the SESC cultural centre and the beaming, via a televi-
sion network, of interviews from one flat to another in 
Corviale all undermine the modernist’s city’s physical 
closure and hostility to intimacy.

The Corviale Network project presents an interesting 
counterpoint to the debate around the iconic modern-
ist structure. It is a nine floor concrete building nearly 
one-kilometre long, built on the outskirts of Rome 
(Santori & Pietromarchi 2006; itopia … 2009). It was 
designed as a self-contained community by a team led 
by Mario Fiorentino in the early 1970s and constructed 
between 1975 and 1982. Areas left open for public facili-
ties on the fourth floor were never completed and later 
illegally occupied. The debate around Corviale reflected 
the extreme reactions to its physicality: rejection (and 
suggested demolition) of a building considered as 
over-scaled, inhuman and isolated, and its monumen-
talisation through recognition of the scale and formal 
qualities of the structure. The network project aimed to 
map and reflects back the social qualities of the structure 
as a whole into its community, without necessarily judging 
its physicality or legal status. The project succeeded in 
creating a third term in a debate that had marginalised 
the post-occupied spaces of the building.

Plus+, similarly, is still a virtual project in that it exists 
primarily in a research and published medium (Druot 

et al 2007). It intends to generate constructed projects 
by demonstrating that the re-jigging of high-rise social 
housing constructed in France in the 1960s and 1970s 
would be more useful, socially and economically, than 
their demolition and the relocation of their residents. 
The first project to be built is currently in development. 
Although both the Plus+ and Corviale projects treat the 
existing community in the buildings as abstract, they 
observe that the resident profiles are far more diverse 
than assumed when the buildings were constructed. The 
Plus+ proposal is to add layers of unprogrammed space 
to the existing apartments, allowing their re-shaping in 
scale and function. My notation of this process includes 
their diagram of the existing and proposed sections, 
through which images of private space are juxtaposed 
with technical information. In this duality, the diagram 
reflects the commitment of this practice to achieving 
conditions of social ‘happiness’ by restraining the 
architects’ input to a rational, even industrial, approach 
to space-making. Their own additions are deliberately 
de-semanticised, giving more value and space to the 
future use by reducing any formal indulgence on the 
part of the designers. In other words, the architects 
extend the capacity of modernist space to accommodate 
unprogrammed uses, by deliberately extending its forms 
to create conditions of redundancy.

In Robbrecht en Daem’s offices, the working space of the 
architects is contained in a wing that lies adjacent to the 
much larger vacant space of the former furniture factory 
(Strauven et al 2009). The large unprogrammed space has 
a series of overlapping uses that largely defy the modern-
ist function of the space as a strictly industrial zone. One 
use is space as an ecological filter, a zone in-between 
urban and park fabric that contains elements from both. 
The clear roof sheeting creates warmer areas that in turn 
reduce the office section’s heating needs, and allows for 
planting below. At the same time, the space presents a 
cognitive touchstone for the office, acting in a similar way 
to the artworks and tables within the workspace, that 
allows for contemplation of the spaces imagined from 
there. The sketch by Paul Robbrecht of the space as both 
garden and shed that forms the interim image is used to 
show the loose but profound co-thinking of nature and 
building, and subtraction and addition that comes about 
in such moments.

The WiMBY project is one with a much more complex 
authorship, but its co-ordination by Crimson 
Architectural Historians grounded it in a historical 
perspective. They recognised that the township of 
Hoogvliet was a space stripped of meaning through the 
process of de-industrialisation and immigration. The 

strategy of Crimson Architectural Historians was to move 
on from this position to dual process of mapping of all 
the other, as-yet-unnamed, uses on the site, and to open 
up the question as to how to fill its voids (Provoost et al 
2007). Their process, represented in a table of multiple 
micro-projects followed through by other consultant 
teams, compelled the various agencies working on the 
project to negotiate both with each other and with an 
empowered local community at a multiplicity of scales. 
The consequence is a broader, more networked civic 
context and a set of physical interventions that overlap 
across public space. In a sense this overlapping inverts the 
modernist spatial logic of the original design - where both 
the civic body and the physical environment are made up 
of discrete institutions - with an emphasis on open space 
and relationships, managed through short-term projects, 
meetings and representations.

Some of the notations in the diagrams map the minimal 
physical gestures made by designers in preparing the 
spaces for use. In the Upat project (Bremner & Subiròs 
2007; le Roux 2007), my process in reworking an industrial 
building from the 1950s was to clear it of all the existing 
partitioning and finishes, exposing the concrete frame. 
The soft putty colour of the concrete and green glass 
mosaics found on the stairs, were the palette both for the 
new painted surfaces and its notation in the presentation 
drawings. I added dark blue, orange, grey and red to 
these found colours, drawing them from the company’s 
existing branding. I used the colours both ornamentally 
and as a provocation for employees to make small choices 
about their furniture colours by re-coding the latter in 
relation to personal associations. In the dining room, the 
purpose of an open shelf for lunch-boxes is to encour-
age staff to share a social activity. The subdivided floor 
area is large enough to allow for a substantial amount 
of unprogrammed socially available space in the form 
of wide passages, two wooden platforms that come out 
of the building and an atrium with the two slabs above 
removed to allow natural light into the depth of the floor. 
All of these changes were intended to support employees 
who had been cooped up in a functional, cellular space, 
to have relationships with each other that were more 
informal and multiple than before. 

The SESC Centre, altered by Lina Bo Bardi to enhance 
recreational spaces in a former metal drum factory, is a 
project on an almost urban scale, consisting of independ-
ent buildings with both specific and generic uses. Bo 
Bardi’s approach included both participatory planning 
and direct detailing of finishes and materials, requir-
ing her to work on the site for four years (de Oliveira 
2006:205-206). The outcome is a highly articulated 

complex of spaces that include traditional typologies such 
as internal streets, a terreiro (public-square), settings 
that evoked natural elements such as an internal river, 
timber pavilions, and modern sports facilities surfaced 
in intense colours. The interior spaces of the factories 
are minimally divided, with Bo Bardi’s furniture designs 
used to define functional clusters of small social groups, 
dining, reading or playing games together. 

The formal strategies in both these projects involve colour 
as a physical gesture that alters the nature of open surfaces. 
On the one hand, mural colours overlay a functional 
surface with a decorative one, but the abstract nature of 
the colour creates a non-representational but emotive 
setting for a more personal reception. In one of the most 
radical gestures, Bo Bardi painted deep colours between 
the white lines of the basketball courts. The images used 
to notate her process include two collages made with 
photographs, drawn onto by hand and re-coloured. The 
sketches show children playing and interacting around 
settings defined by colours, both neutral (cleared and 
circulatory spaces) and intense in tone. 

The second common strategy in both Upat and SESC, 
as well as Robbrecht en Daem’s complex and the High 
Line park, is to open up, or reinscribe, boxed space with 
non-volumetric spaces defined as platforms or strata 
within a larger form. As with the furnishing of space at an 
intimate scale, these platforms create a scale and function 
of support, to usurp a term from Celine Condorelli (2009), 
that lies between the vast scale of the industrial shell 
and the performative space of people who use it not so 
much in a functional way but in an expressive one. The 
nature of these platforms and furnishings is both lucid 
in terms of their material, geometric or coloured purity, 
and generic, in terms of their capacity to allow multiple 
uses and combinations of bodies. These small elements 
are arranged in clusters that include both dense and 
isolated groups, allowing both networks and personal 
space to develop. In these ways, the support elements 
ladder their users’ sense of agency between intimate and 
institutional scales.

In the Nestworks project’s programme to create nesting 
spaces for bird species, such as sparrows, that have been 
disappearing from London, the need for intimate space 
in the city is given a strong ecological role. Given their 
seamless forms, modern buildings generally do not 
support nesting. The architects, 51% studios, working 
with ornithologists, identified three types of artificially 
crafted nesting spaces − boxes, boughs and bushes − 
that could be discreetly inserted into city space to help 
reintroduce birds. In its programme, this project echoes 
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the intention of the Robbrecht en Daem and the High 
Line projects, which is to interrupt modernist forms and 
rhythms with those displaced from nature.

This sum of projects, in terms of the various skills, 
procedures and technical knowledge they entail, let alone 
their formal virtuosity, suggests a formidable array of 
paths to the re-use of modernist space. They also represent 
ambivalence in regard to that space, acknowledging its 
inadequacies while retrieving the moments of beauty 
that it frames. The challenge and achievements of these 
projects lie in the ways that they crystallize a response 
in the open field of possible reactions, techniques and 
programmes that simultaneously holds physical clarity 
and social meaning.

Minor modifications

By their nature, critical design practices react to existing 
norms of practice at a point in time and locale, and interro-
gate these norms by proposing alternative practices 
that are equally localised. However, in their conscious 
positioning, as critical stances, these practices are also 
guided by a more globalised intentionality. Reading them 
retrospectively, and in relation to their accompanying 
manifestoes, I conclude by situating these practices in 
terms of power and agency. The obvious move in all of 
them is to loosen space and its relationship to function, 
especially as defined from above, through the institution 
that constructs space. At the same time, these projects 
emerge from authored practices, albeit it highly collabo-
rative and elastic ones. They are robust, both socially 
and materially. 

These 12 projects suggest that − occasionally, perhaps, 
but undeniably − there are creative ways of working with 
space that run parallel with the sorts of informal social 
and spatial shifts found in Africa and parts of the west. 
To come into being involves a simultaneous thinking 

of formal and social, narrative and visual means while 
locating practice in terms of its social and ecological 
consequences. Collectively, they present not a single way 
of changing space but rather involve positioning one’s 
practices within a matrix of approaches, to bring about 
a product that is ecologically friendly, spatially exciting, 
social and just. 

Nicholas Bourriaud (2002), who witnessed Lacaton’s and 
Vassal’s restructuring of the Palais de Tokyo Centre for 
Contemporary Art, reflects on the potential of contem-
porary art practice in Relational aesthetics, in which he 
redefines Jean-Francois Lyotard’s negative reading of 
postmodernism as a challenge. Identifying with artists 
who work “in the slipstream of historic modernity”, yet 
who try not to repeat “its forms nor its claims”, Bourriaud 
likens their task to Lyotard’s description of postmodem 
architecture, which “is condemned to create a series 
of minor modifications in a space whose modernity it 
inherits, and abandon an overall reconstruction of the 
space inhabited by humankind”. Bourriaud (2002:13) 
then turns the negative judgment reflected in the term 

‘condemnation’ into that of an historical chance: “This 
‘chance’ can be summed up in just a few words: learning 
to inhabit the world in a better way, instead of trying to 
construct it based on a preconceived idea of historical 
evolution”. The ‘better way’ of inhabiting the world is 
not made explicit in Bourriaud’s text, but lives in the 
multiplicity of artworks referred to in this text and 
through his curatorial practice. In these practices, the 
social space of the artwork and artworld is expanded 
to include new subjectivities that celebrate the growing 
agency of subordinated groups and identities in the city.

The notion of architecture constructed through ‘minor 
modifications’ returns us to the image of the bricoleur, 
and in turn to the people making their lives in the leftover 
of the modernist city. It is encouraging to imagine this 
activity as an art, a politics and a technique for change. 
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