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Argumentation of choice
of the studio

As an architecture student with professional experience, 1
started to question the role of architects today, noticing
the tendency of working in a closed group of one
profession, often destroying the environment and in a
self-centered way forgetting about other actors. As a
culmination of my education, I want to look for other
ways of creating architecture, which will be more
democratic and empathetic, which will not be focused on
commercial solutions but on the involvement of future
users of the space.

Urban Architecture aims to contribute to a widely felt need
for an ambitious engagement, theoretical and practical, to
develop new concepts, methods and practices of thinking
and doing architecture. With this year's subject related to
preserving nature in the city of Brussels, I see great
potential for architecture of appropriation, where a
currently abandoned Friche Josaphat in the city can
become a natural place for social encounters. Approaching
any design intervention with caution, the process takes
into account the opinions of various actors in the city,
ecologists and naturalists, thus providing a chance to
preserve biodiversity while sharing it with users to
improve wellbeing and relationship with nature. The
structure of the studio, where research goes in parallel
with design, allows me to identify the problem in depth
without making premature design conclusions. The nature
of the studio which is site specific research and where
group work is of great value, allows me to expand my
interests and test them in practice.




Graduation project

Title The Common Ground

Subtitle Towards the City of Empathy

Goal

Location: Brussels, Belgium

The posed problem,

Brussels is already a highly fragmented
city. Being separated into nineteen
municipalities, dealing with a full range
of social classes, exclusive spaces are
naturally created within the city. This
also applies to nature in the city, where
only a few communities share small
gardens, and more and more green
spaces are getting privatized and do not
function as a common anymore. The
city is moving away from nature by
putting strong borders between what is
urban and what is natural - we can also
encounter it with the Friche which is
highly protected from human
intervention. The policy of ownership
affects how spaces with potential for
public use are shaped - through the
housing crisis, more and more dwellings
are planned, including on the Friche
plot.

All this complexity calls us to rethink
how we use urban wastelands, which,
not accessible to the public, begin to
become home to a variety of flora and
fauna. How to open up this fragile
Friche to people and be a place to
exchange knowledge and learn to be
more sensitive to nonhuman species?
According to Bruno Latour, We are
nature as well, and we tend to forget
about this societal relevance.

To engage other-than-humans in city
life requires not only spatial change but
a major shift in the way of thinking
about to whom the space belongs. It is
a complex task that involves different
individuals together by engaging in a
dialog and interactive actions. Richard




Sennett highlights the challenge that
togetherness faces today, when modern
politics emphasizes unity and similarity,
which often leads to a preference for
simple and easily identifiable groups,
rather than embracing diversity and
complexity.

research questions and subquestions What strategies can enhance the
existing natural values of Friche
Josaphat and facilitate
collaboration among diverse urban
agencies?

How to work with empathy for humans
and non-humans?

How do stories and different voices of
activists, ecologists, and citizens inform
the process of an architect?

What are the networks and dynamics
between existing actors?

How to strengthen the existing
awareness of the rich biodiversity and
share it within the public realm?

design assignment in which these results.

As a research result, I aim to create a flexible space in the southwest part of the
Friche, which will allow for social encounters and to share knowledge about the rich
biodiversity of the site. Inspired by the complex network of humans and non-humans
and its various dynamics and connections, the design will resemble a network of
pavilions/spaces that will allow for various activities — a visitor center with exhibition
place and studying area; a meeting center with communal space for dining and
gathering, with a workshop to engage in making activities; and an observation and
contemplation space, which will allow having a personal connection with nature from
a different point of views. The key is to design a space from different scales and
perspectives (block with plaza, building, path) to be able to support both collective
use of the site as well as more personal exploration.

The structure needs to be flexible and adaptable for future needs. The key is to
support the ‘open city’ idea, which is against the creation of spatially and socially
isolated islands. With the help of softening the edge, the Friche will open up and
within new architecture integrated into its context, it will support the wildlife and
human connections.

Process

Method description




From the beginning of a bottom-up approach to my research, I analyzed how nature
shapes human relations through grasping stories, interviews, and observations into
drawings. I addressed my findings in the bigger context, with an analysis of residents'
access to green spaces and how social segregation translates into access to green
spaces and coexisting with nature.

Following that, I question the role of our profession today, where mainstream
architecture lays its work on market functions and profit. Instead of finding ready
solutions, we should design new ways to see and ultimately understand the problem
in the first place. I suggest an approach laid by empathy, which brings to the front
existing human actors and respects non-human species. I call for ‘mutual knowledge’,
which is grounded in exchange and abandoning the hierarchies embedded in a most
professional relationship.

The inspiration for conducting the project came from the idea of commons, which is
existing also on the site. The notion of commons relates to the idea of collective
resources and goods, which can be translated as our common good is Nature.

To have a good base of tools for design interventions, the chosen methods follow:

Ethnographic research:

Being able to understand the site means understanding different points of view.
Conversations with people related to Friche (citizens, ecologists, naturalists, activists)
allow me to have a better understanding of the value of the space and its future
desires. Depending on the profession, I asked about the history of the space, the
feelings people share, and the ecological facts and concerns.

Observations, interviews, immersion and collaborative data generation, this approach
integrates disparate disciplinary perspectives which allow me to unfold the complexity
of the space.

Atmosphere collage & photographs:

With the awareness of the plot's vulnerability, I intend to create a collage of
fragments of Friche to understand its character, its space and forms. In the spirit of
empathy, which is an effort of decentring, of stretching worldviews, photographs and
collages allow me to perceive the world from different perspectives, to distort and
make reality more flexible.

Human and nonhuman traces drawings:

Drawing my observations allows me to unfold different actors and connections
existing on the site, and to see their dynamics and scales. My findings will follow with
the collage drawing, which leads me to understand patterns between users and the
space.

I believe that the chosen methods will create a solid base for design decisions, where
seemingly intangible values will give shape to the design. Supporting with literature
study and architectural references, I'll be able to support a site-specific approach with
a broader understanding.
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Reflection

I believe that my research and methods will help me create a space on the border of
the city and nature, and offer a new place for the exchange of knowledge and
education about the importance of biodiversity in the city. The chosen methods will
allow me to look at the problem from a different perspective and make architecture a
spatial mediator between existing human and non-human actors. With my research, I
contribute to the idea of stopping the privatization of green spaces and calling it to
become a common good, while respecting the environment. I believe that my work is
a valuable contribution to the academy, where through drawings I turn what is
intangible to be physical.

My findings are a small but important step in showing what I believe the future of our
profession should look like, how different voices matter and are not only visible in
theory but also in the design process. As a future architect, I have the tools to design
a space, but it is the users who will shape it. By studying the network of connections
and their dynamics, I unfold users invisible at first glance, whose patterns are valuable
design keys.

In addition, I believe that my approach does not have to end with Friche Josaphat,
but to be an inspiration for the approach of other natural Westlands in cities.




