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Positioning Experimentation

Reflecting on the interplay between the quest for certainty in the 
built environment and the role of experimentation offers key insights 
into architectural design and planning. As designers are increasingly 
pressured to deliver precision and predictive accuracy, experimentation 
emerges as an essential tool for engaging with and evaluating decisions 
and qualities. The increasingly ubiquitous use of big data often creates a 
misleading sense of precision, fostering a false sense of certainty.
Indeed, while detailed models provide valuable insights, they also 
contribute to an illusion of security. This paradox highlights the need 
for a paradigm shift in addressing design challenges. Instead of relying 
solely on the perceived accuracy of data, embracing experimentation is 
essential in architectural and urban design.
Experimentation goes beyond merely testing ideas or relieving architects 
from constraints; it is a vital tool for fostering positive communication 
and collaboration. By prioritising experimentation, we can cultivate an 
environment where ideas and insights flow more inclusively across 
disciplines. This approach helps counteract the anxiety generated by 
rigid models and data, offering a more adaptive and resilient response to 
the dynamic challenges of urban development.
In essence, while the pursuit of accuracy and certainty is a natural 
response to complexity, embracing experimentation and encouraging 
cross-disciplinary dialogue is key to navigating and shaping the future 
of our built environment. This approach allows us to view buildings and 
urban spaces as evolving entities, better equipped to adapt and thrive 
amidst uncertainty, ultimately leading to more innovative and resilient 
design solutions.
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Abstract

Cities are increasingly challenged by rapid urbanisation and resource 
scarcity exacerbated by the obsolescence of the buildings composing 
them. Civic buildings are particularly sensitive to uncertainty and 
disruptors, which underscores the necessity to enhance adaptability in 
these structures, exemplified by transit hubs. The research employs a 
design-driven approach to investigate how trains stations can evolve over 
time, concentrating on the concepts of learning framework illustrated 
by the participatory method offered by the movements and lack thereof 
within and around train stations. This investigation demonstrates 
how these structures live or atrophy through time, and rests on the 
investigation of porosity as a key factor enabling their capacity to adapt 
to shifting urban demands. By analysing case studies and utilising 
computational methods, this research aims to optimise the design of 
transit hubs, enhancing their resilience and integration into the urban 
fabric. Ultimately, the research envisions buildings as active participants, 
capable of learning and evolving through stakeholder engagement and 
experimental design processes
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Context 

The interplay between rapid urbanisation and rampant uncertainty challenges cities globally to adapt to 
constantly evolving needs and pressures. In Europe, where the expansion of urban spaces currently 
surpasses population growth (1), adaptability has gained significant attention among designers, 
decision-makers and scholars. Indeed, the combined challenges of scarcity of space in cities, and use 
of finite material resources are putting an increasing pressure on governmental bodies and the 
environment. This issue is widely explored and recognised in the domains of housing and corporate 
offices, constantly in flux and shortage but remain, however, understudied in the domain of civic 
buildings, despite being particularly costly to society at large (Fig.1). 

These typologies, which include educational institutions, healthcare facilities and mobility hubs are 
particularly sensitive to change and disruptors. As a consequence, they are often subjected to 
temporary design solutions, which creates in turn further disruptions to the urban life, or are neglected 
and demolished at high cost.  
The case of Transit Hubs stations, exemplifies this mechanism, leading to the abandonment of shared 
transit, substituted by private mobility. Thus, a vicious circle is activated in the urban realm, spatially on 
the one hand, through the provision of alternative heavy infrastructures catering individual mobility, but 
also socially and environmentally, putting at risk the railway network at large. 

Fig. 1 The Environmental, soci-economic, exemplarity and social costs of the obsolescence of civic institutions, 
by Author 

Fig. 2 The anchors of the conceptual framework, by Author 

Challenges 

Adaptability appears therefore as a possible solution to explore, for designers and decision makers, to 
salvage these anchors of urban life (fig. 2). However, the definition and scope of adaptable design is 
unclear to many parties, prompting a quest to define, measure and assess buildings from a material 
perspective, and placing adaptability as a new trend that is difficult to grasp and implement (2). 

Many scholars (3–5) have contributed to defining and promoting the role of adaptability in the design of 
buildings as a means to celebrate their intrisinc value and contribution to the urban heritage and 
environment, but also as a way to address environmental concern posed by the building industry (6). 
Obsolescence, therefore, positions adaptability as a cure to obsolescence in the built environment, 
understood to be the process of declining performance resulting in the end of the service life (7). 

Fig. 3 Learning buildings as experimenting artefacts, by Author. 

Fig. 4 Walking a line in Peru, By Richard Furlong (1972), Walking as a method of Research  
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Indeed, by addressing the built environment’s obsolescence, adaptability addresses space and material 
scarcity whilst acknowledging the dynamic interaction between buildings and entities, aligning with the 
principles of the Open Building concept (8,9). Specifically, this study endeavours to centre the topic of 
architectural adaptability to its temporal and spatial dimensions (fig. 2). Space is hereby “created by a 
constellation of natural and man-made objects [, where,] in the mind of the creator, user, or beholder; 
every architectural constellation establishes its spatial framework” (10) and is preserved as a valuable 
resource.  

The time-based approach, a subcategory of adaptability, centres on the knowledge acquired through 
the temporal lens of experiences that test and measure the capacity of a building to reinvent itself to 
suit the demands placed on it, re-positioning the building itself as a learning entity (11) (fig. 3). 
The learning building framework is thus exemplified by the movement and avoidance created by the 
users of buildings, illustrated in the art domain by Richard Furlong (Fig. 4). This serves as a catalyst to 
understand the importance and value of porosity in designing architecture, defined by Richard Sennett 
(12) and explored, albeit with a focus on structural adaptability by Rinke and Pacquée (13).

Fig. 5 Situating the train station as an entity interacting with other buildings in a dense urban area, through 
morphology and porosity, by Author.

Method 

The design-driven method of research, therefore, revolves around the “artefact” of the building to 
speculate, project, test, and imagine (Fig. 3). Adaptability emphasises the role of time as the only 
constant as actors of architectural creation. Between the lifespan of a building and the transience 
typifying human activity, there lies a fundamental contradiction. Leupen suggests that within the design 
process, this contradiction results in the unpredictability of the program for the designer. Once 
construction of a building is completed, it will be used in ways other than initially intended (14). Thus, it 
extends the team of stakeholders beyond a selected team of individuals at a given moment and 
recognises that “a building is not something you finish; it is something you start", as aptly stated by 
Brand (1994) and places sevral entities within the design process. 

The present doctoral research examines the role played by time in the architectural design process, by 
looking at the participatory role played by the users, avoiders and visitors of transit hub stations located 
in dense urban areas (fig. 5). Utilising methods of movement analysis coupled with archival investigation 
(fig. 7) of several European case studies with utilising computational methods, it strives to support the 
diagnosis of obsolescence to identify how buildings can atrophy or thrive (fig. 6). With this knowledge, 
that can be quantified and analysed from a qualitative perspective at both urban and architectural 
scales, the investigation seeks to identify and propose design measures to optimise porosity in transit 
hub stations located in dense urban areas, in view to enhance its capacity to adapt through time (fig. 
6). 
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Fig. 6 Excerpt of movements analysis concept - evaluating porosity and desirability. Floorplan adapted from 
(Rinke and Pacquée 2022), by Author. 
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tions” would one be able to state its existence: it 

would be equal to the building’s extensive list of 

controversies and performances over time.”4

However, it could be argued that understanding 

drawings as frozen stills of a dynamic movement is 

an unfair reduction of how representation in the 

architectural field operates. In the above-men-

tioned essay, Allen individuates the notationality 

of architectural drawings as the experimental 

additional factor that positions this practice in 

uncertain territory. On one side, architectural 

representation relates to the mimetic quality of 

sculpture and painting; on the other side, it is akin 

to music and choreography for its prescriptive set 

of indications. 

This understanding draws from the work of the 

philosopher Nelson Goodman, who divides the 

arts into allographic and autographic in relation to 

the presence of others involved in the execution 

of the work. Following this distinction, Goodman 

indicates architecture as “a curious mixture”5, 

combining graphical and discursive dimensions in 

a trajectory that does not allow seamless repro-

ductions. For Goodman, Architecture is a nota-

tional art that combines drawings with numbers 

and texts. However, it is not entirely autographic 

because it involves others in the realization; 

neither is it purely allographic because the result 

is not easily reproducible. It is more situated and 

less ephemeral than music or choreography. The 

distance between the design process and the re-

sult of construction produces this hybrid in which 

other agents endlessly contribute. Paradoxical-

ly, the notationality of architecture emerges to 

involve others with a prescriptive intention or as 

a descriptive attitude; nevertheless, it remains an 

ambiguous and stratified process of materializa-

tion, both for drawing and construction. The para-

mount specificity of notations is to include events 

in the architectural field. As an authentic reverse 

of the Marray photographic gun, the notationali-

ty of architectural representation implicitly sets 

in motion apparent static drawings in the realm 

of possibilities, accidents and unforeseen. The 

collaboration of figurative and discursive traits 

allows the emergence of a gap for interpretation 

that is impossible without their co-existence. In 

his pivotal essay “Architectural Projection”, Robin 

Evans presents the connection between the 

representation and reality in architecture through 

the witty tale of the father of Max Ernst, a painter 

who, dissatisfied by his painting of a garden, first 

decides to omit its presence from the composi-

tion and then to cut it6. Discussing the impact of 

different drawing techniques in understanding 

reality, Evans suggests the potential of represen-

tation to operate at the same time as a descripti-

ve and transformative media in the same bijective 

trajectory that connects the lines on the paper to 

the physical object, both as a built presence and 

as a future possibility. The potential of architectu-

ral drawing emerges from its ambiguity conden-

sed in the notations, not only in the operative role 

of direct instructions but as an imaginative trigger 

for unpredicted opportunity in the figurative 

narrative of places. 

Notations on the Two Merchants Palace

Although architectural drawings are implicitly no-

tational, the notationality is usually scattered and 

reduced to the minimum. This study proposes an 

experimental exploration of notations as a tool 

for investigating unstable architectural conditions, 

sabotaging well-established disciplinary techni-

ques, with the aim of enriching the possibility of 

interpreting phenomena. The notational drawings 

operate to script or re-script the architecture of 

the Yards of Tbilisi within a different framework of 

observation. In this experimentation, the intention 

to effectively describe and the hint for a further 

use of this knowledge overlap, as Michel De Cer-

teau states: “The scriptural enterprise transforms 

Fig. 6 Excerpt of movements analysis concept - evaluating porosity and desirability. Floorplan adapted from 
(Rinke and Pacquée 2022), by Author. 



Fig. 7 Excerpt of archival analysis of Metz Train Station, by Author. 

Conclusion 

This vision of buildings reinforces the subjectification of architecture as an actor in its own right (15) that 
finds its theoretical roots in the Open Building movement (9), emphasising the collective involvement in 
the design process. The built environment becomes, therefore, a laboratory where urban and 
architectural forms are tested, ideas explored, and lessons learned. Indeed, architectural adaptability is 
the capacity to adapt to any change. It transforms the buildings into a design process as an exploratory 
quest where the building becomes both the tool, the entity and the recipient of new knowledge. It strives 
to transform the building into an experiment by constantly formulating wicked problems (15) that the 
building can sense and measure (16,17). Within this conceptual framework, stakeholders can, 
therefore, envision the physical, speculated, feasible, and expected building, to inform their design 
interventions in the way of experimentations (18). In this setting, the building and the events (i.e., 
pandemic, floods, etc.) are all key players in the building’s conception, creating data that can be 
measured and implemented towards a design agenda (17). 

By focusing on the morphology and porosity of the train station, this study aims to highlight how key 
civic buildings that form part of the urban fabric are fundamentally living organism that require 
destinations and qualities in areas not directly connected to their direct immediate commercial values. 
By optimising their accessibility and distribute the lifeblood (movement) in areas typically neglected, 
fashion, we can ultimately make transit hub thrive, and that this service, in turns serves a higher purpose 
which is the lifelong of the building itself. It also seeks to utilise the experience of the building as part of 
the design process, embodied by movement (agents) and learn about the building that can become a 
integral part of the experiment, which is the lifetime of an architectural structure.  
This paper delves into research by design, shedding light on the continuum of design and stakeholder 
engagement, emphasising a passive yet impactful contribution to the design of buildings. Additionally, 
it explores methodologies for measuring this research by design through layered data sources, offering 
insights into the dynamic interplay of experimentation, stakeholder engagement, and architectural 
innovation. 
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