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Imagine this: today you are spending a day in Rotterdam, walking along the quay near Hotel New York, when you suddenly notice a remarkable floating building that immediately catches your 
attention. You see an organically shaped, scaled façade that appears to be “underwater,” framed by two mysterious black boxes. Suddenly, you remember reading somewhere that a pavilion about 

data use would be located here this month. Curious, you decide to step inside and take a closer look. You enter via the drawbridge and are welcomed by the shifting shadows of water ripples.



Entrance1



Architectuur as a medium

To properly understand the building design that I will guide you through in a moment, it is important to first understand the objective of my graduation project. Over the past year, my work has been 
driven by a desire to explore how architecture can be used to its full potential, beyond simply constructing buildings. In my view, architecture holds a much deeper capacity than the way it is commonly 

applied today.

From my experience, architectural designs are often supported by extensive arguments in order to convince clients or tutors of their value, while these arguments are rarely experienced by the actual 
visitors of the building. Meanings and narratives are frequently constructed retrospectively, searching for deeper intentions behind design decisions that are not necessarily perceived in use.



Triodos Bank
RAU architects

This project is an example of what I mean. The building is situated in a nature estate and to refer to the nature, the design is inspired on the flight paths of bats. Something that is hardly experienced by 
the visitors of the building. 



From a story to explain the design,
to a design to explain the story.

For this reason, my design aims to move away from using a story to explain a building, and instead seeks to create a building that can explain a story. There are many narratives that, in my view, 
deserve far more attention than they currently receive.



“Facts alone don’t move people, emotions do.”
        - Anne H. Toomey

I believe that various insights, particularly from scientific research, fail to leave a lasting impression on people. They do not resonate, are quickly forgotten, and therefore receive too little priority. We all 
know, for example, that how we live on this planet must change in order to tackle climate change, yet we seem unable to act accordingly.

These insights are often communicated through complex facts and abstract numbers. However, an increasing number of studies show that facts alone rarely lead to behavioural change, but that  
emotions do have that potential. We struggle to imagine large numbers and statistics, which makes them di�cult to remember and internalise. This creates a clear need for alternative methods of 

communication to convey these insights and to inspire people to change their behaviour.



How can an architectural design communicate a societal message that inspires
individual action among visitors?



Architecture as a Medium for Social Activation

Imke Mulders



The digital footprint of data storage
Dark Data

The message I chose for my pavilion is that of dark data: the digital footprint of data storage. The idea behind this graduation project is that the method used to communicate this message can later be 
applied to a wide range of other projects, ultimately enabling multiple designs to pursue the same goal. For this reason, the research phase was of crucial importance. Its outcome needed to be a 

framework of design tools that demonstrate what to consider when aiming to communicate a message effectively through architectural design.

The societal message of my own design could just as easily have addressed air pollution and its effects on human health. However, during my design phase and my summer field study in Japan, I found 
myself increasingly drawn to locations near water. This spatial and experiential fascination ultimately led me to choose dark data as the central theme of the pavilion.



- More than half of all stored digital data is never looked at again.

- Every day, we generate 1.3 trillion gigabytes of dark data, 
    a number that is almost impossible to comprehend.

- In the past, we had a physical archive cabinet: once it was full, you were forced 
    to clean up. Today, cloud storage can be expanded endlessly by simply purchasing 
    more capacity, but at the cost of what?

- Data centres currently account for 3% of the total energy consumption in the 
    Netherlands, a figure expected to rise to 6.5% by 2030.

- This growth is expected to continue, and to cool the heat generated by this 
    equipment, data centres consume vast amounts of drinking water.



3-act structure

During my graduation project, I visited several design studios to seek advice from experts. During these conversations, I was introduced to the three-act structure from the film industry.
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The 3-act structure forms a guideline through my graduation project and my design, and so it will be used as the structure of the presentation. 
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Head in the cloud2



2 Treshold space

Part of the

message:   Introduction

3-act structure: Transition

Goal:   Getting the visitor in the right headspace, 

   receptive for new insights,

   triggering curiosity

By:   Engaging the senses in an uncommon situation, 

   literally passing through the ‘cloud’ 

Sensory  Seeing: vision decreases

experience:  Hearing: sound of the nebulizers 

   Feeling: the damp on your body

Ambiance/  

emotion:  Mysterious

Role of  water:  Water in a different form, using water as the architecture,

   water stands for change, adaptation & resilience

Head in the cloud



3 Highlighting the physical cloud



Part of the  Data is saved in datacenters

message:   Jevons paradox; the bigger, the better,

   the more energy is uses

3-act structure: Introducing the ‘ordinary world’

Goal:   Education on basic topic information

By:  Art installations explaining the topic,

   making the cloud tangible

Sensory  Seeing: Art installation(s) highlighted by 

experience:    natural daylight

   Heering: sound of dripping water 

   Feeling: rough structures, industrial look & feel

Ambiance/  Neutral within the context, factual, 

Emotion:  blending in with the location

Role of water:  Water is not officially introduced as an actor yet,  

   still remains in the background, 

   only heard in the background 

3 Outlining context
Highlighting the physical cloud



Design Production Brief 

Objective 
Create an interactive installation that presents the abstract concepts of data centre 
infrastructure and the Jevons Paradox in a tangible, factual, and accessible way. 

Position within the Pavilion 
The start of the journey (Act I: The Introduction). 

Purpose of the Space 
To introduce the “ordinary world” of digital data. The visitor is informed about the physical reality 
of the cloud and the paradoxical relationship between e�iciency and increasing consumption, 
known as the Jevons Paradox. 

Target Audience 
A broad audience; no prior knowledge required. 

 

1. Narrative Objectives 

1. Make it tangible 
The installation should demonstrate that “the cloud” is not a magical or immaterial 
phenomenon, but is made up of servers, hardware, and an immense physical 
infrastructure (data centres). 

2. Introduce the paradox 
Explain the Jevons Paradox in an accessible way: how technological improvements in 
energy e�iciency paradoxically lead to an increase in total consumption, as processes 
become cheaper and more accessible. 

3. A neutral starting point 
The installation should present facts without immediate judgement. The atmosphere 
must remain factual and neutral; confrontation and moral tension are introduced in later 
spaces. 

4. The role of water 
Water should not be the central theme in this space, but should be subtly introduced as 
a background element (visual or auditory), preparing the visitor for Space 6. 

 

2. Requirements for the Art Installation 

 Form 
An installation that invites visitor interaction in order to “activate” the context. 

 Interaction mechanism 
The interaction must establish a direct relationship between a digital action (e.g. 
uploading data, tapping a screen) and its physical consequences (e.g. a light turning on, 
a counter increasing, a physical object moving). 

 Concept example (for inspiration) 
A wall of physical server cabinets or components (rough, exposed structures), where 

each visitor interaction produces a measurable e�ect on a “Jevons Counter”, for 
instance, a rapidly increasing counter that visualises the paradox of continuously rising 
total consumption. 

 

3. Aesthetic Guidelines 

Aspect Guideline 

Atmosphere / 
Emotion 

Neutral, factual, informative 

Look & Feel Industrial and robust; rough, exposed structures 

Materials Metal, concrete, untreated timber, glass 

Lighting 
Make use of natural daylight openings; accent lighting to highlight the 
installation 

Sound 
Subtle sound of dripping water in the background, possibly combined with 
the monotone, functional sounds of a data centre (ventilation, humming) 

 

4. Technical Requirements 

 Durability 
The installation must withstand intensive and repeated use by a large public. 

 Maintenance 
The construction should remain functional throughout the pavilion’s lifespan with 
minimal maintenance e�ort. 

 



4 The descent



Part of the

message:   Building up to the problem statement

3-act structure: Transition

Goal:   Emphasizing the urgency of the message, 

   engaging the visitor in the story

By:   Dark, narrow, sloping passage, guided by 

   a slit of light

Sensory  Seeing: darkness, a dash of light that encourages  

experience:    you to keep walking

   Heering: shepard tones of running water

   Feeling: thick, sturdy walls

Ambiance/  

Emotion:  Unrest, building tension

Role of water:  Water is not officially introduced as an actor yet,  

   still remains in the background, 

   only heard in the background  

4 Build-up
The descent
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“Storytelling that triggers behaviour and participation”
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activates

To answer the research question, research was done in 3 different literary fields.



Movement

Interactivity

Curiosity
     
The 5 senses: Seeing   
    Hearing  
    Feeling
    Smelling  
    Tasting

1.

2.

3.
 
 - 4. Light

5. Materiality

5 qualities:

From this literature study, five design qualities emerged that a project should embody in order to successfully convey a narrative to its visitors. These qualities are movement, interactivity, the stimulation 
of curiosity, and the engagement of the five senses. Smell and taste are di�cult to address through architecture, while sight, sound, and touch are brought together through the use of light and 

materiality.



Architectural 
practical toolbox



Additional 
practical toolbox



Movement Curiosity Interactivity

Light Materiality

Seed Cathedral Pavilion 
Heatherwick Studio
2010

To explore the ways in which different projects implement these five design qualities, I conducted 24 project analyses. I selected these projects because they clearly convey a message to their visitors. 
For this purpose, I examined 12 architectural and 12 non-architectural projects, in order to also learn from insights outside of architecture. The outcome is two practical toolboxes offering a wide range 

of design tools.



Research findings



Design tool:  Different perspectives & moving through the space
Literature: Narrative architecture, narrative psychology experience design

Design tool: Space for dialogue & own interpretation
Literature:  Narrative psychology, experience design

Design tool: Visitors making their own choices & inviting to co-create
Literature:  Experience design, narrative psychology

Design tool:  Guiding the view & framing with daylight
Literature:  Narrative architecture, experience design

Design tool:  Use of projections, sensors, mirroring, and optical illusions
Literature:  Experience design

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.



Content:        

Evoking  emotions

       Educate

  Practice based storytelling

        Interactivity

Contemplation
break
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5 Invisible burdens



Part of the  Dark Data explanation

message:   50-70% of all data we save is never looked at again,

   we generate 1,3 trillion gigabites of Dark Data every day

3-act structure: Inciting incident, disturbs the ‘ordinary’ world,

   first plot-point, dedicate to the journey, 

   leaving behind the ‘old life’

Goal:    Making the visitor aware of this fact

By:   A sterile white environment, with movement behind frosted glass walls.

   You feel observed, almost caught, which symbolises how we are o�en 

   unaware of the consequences our individual actions can have.

Sensory  Seeing: moving shadows on the other side

experience:  Heering: hollow sound, you hear the echo of your own footsteps 

   Feeling: a humid space, drops of water form condensation on the 

     walls

Ambiance/  

emotion:  Strange, awkard feeling

Role of water:  Water is not yet officially introduced as an actor in the message,

   it remains on the background, it’s only to be heard in the background  

   and in the form of humidity on the walls

5 Problem statement - set-up
Invisible burdens



6 High tide



Part of the  Confrontation with water waste

message:   Data centers now use 3% of the total Dutch 

   energy usage, in 2030 this will rise to 6,5%. 

   To cool datacenters now use a lot of drinking water.  

   Sea levels will rise and sweet water will become 

   scarce in the future

   

3-act structure: More individual action, facing increasingly difficult  

   challenges. Midpoint; the big turning point shi�s the  

   focus of the narrative from external goals to internal growth

Goal:   Confront the visitor with the invisible reality behind 

   data usage

By:   A dark, rough space that centers itself around water,

   the draining water symbolises the amount of water  

   waste in real time

Sensory  Seeing: dark setting

experience:  Hearing: sound of running water 

   Feeling: running water that you can touch

Ambiance/  

emotion:  Dark, serious, vulnerable

Role of water:  Water is the leading actor in this space and is clearly 

   visible, touchable and hearable

6 Problem statement - confrontation
High tide



Part of the  Hope for a resolution

message:   The problem can partly be solved by changing 

   individual habits

   

3-act structure: More individual action, facing increasingly difficult  

   challenges. Midpoint; the big turning point shi�s the  

   focus of the narrative from external goals to internal growth

Goal:   Entry point for the visitor, invite them to be part of the 

   solution

By:   Illuminated, playful halway, where you can walk towards 

   the “right side of history”

Sensory  Seeing: halway illuminated with reflecting  

experience:    materials (selfreflection)

   Hearing: 4D soundscape with hopeful

     encouraging sounds  

   Feeling: hard, sharp, cold materials of 

     broken mirrors

Ambience/  

emotion:  Hopeful, light, inviting

Role of water:  -

6 Constructive space
The turnaround



Design principles



Location is related to the message

Sustainability

Demountability

The location of the pavilion is directly tied to its message. In order to remain continuously connected to water, the pavilion is constructed on a push barge. This allows the pavilion to travel to different 
cities and temporarily moor at central urban locations, thereby increasing the reach of its message.

The barge can carry nearly 3,000 tons, but it must be able to sink slightly in order to align with quay level. For this reason, storage spaces are integrated into the design to allow additional weight to be 
added if the structure itself is not heavy enough.

In line with the pavilion’s environmentally conscious message, all materials are selected with sustainability in mind; they are either made from recycled sources or circularly harvested through platforms 
such as DuSpot. In addition, all three volumes are equipped with green roofs, which collect rainwater and contribute to cooling during the summer months.



Black box

Steel construction

Open floorplan

Permanent technical spaces

Architectonic core

Wooden construction

Fixed floorplan

Open core

Black box

Steel construction

Open floorplan

Permanent technical spaces 

The pavilion is designed to be fully demountable, as the intention is that once the message has been successfully conveyed, the pavilion will no longer be necessary. Alternatively, it can be adapted to 
communicate a different story, which is made possible by its modular setup consisting of three separate components, aligned with the three-act structure.

On either side, two black boxes with steel load-bearing structures are positioned. These function as large, open containers with flexible floor plans, allowing for a wide range of design possibilities. At 
both ends of each box, fixed spaces are integrated to accommodate technical installations and services.

The architectural core forms a permanent element within the pavilion. It has a timber load-bearing structure and an organic form, making it the stable backbone of the design. This core has a fixed 
layout with an open space at its centre.
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Field study in Japan



Quiet, slow architecture invites reflection. Fast, spectacular architecture primarily demands attention but rarely lingers emotionally.

• Freedom of movement is important
• Facades serve as the invitation
• Water as a narrative element

• Overstimulation weakens memory



Water Temple
Tadao Ando



Daitoku-ji Zengarden Temples



7 Reset



Part of the  

message:   Reset moment

   

3-act structure: Break

Goal:   Preparing for the contemplation space

By:   Hallway of draped fabrics

Sensory  Seeing: natural colors, fabric that slowly sways in the wind

experience:  Hearing: silence  

   Feeling: the so� materiality of the fabrics

Ambiance/  

emotion:  Peaceful, neutral, calmth

Role of water:  -

7 Transition space
Reset



Part of the  

message:   Individual reflection moment

   

3-act structure: Break

Goal:   A break moment to process the newly learnt information

By:   Japanse courtyard with resting space

   Emptiness, height, light from above

Sensory  Seeing: hypnotising sand of the zengarden 

experience:    (meditate, reflect, foster rest)

   Hearing: silence  

   Feeling: natural materials

Ambiance/  

emotion:  Neutral, zen, silence

Role ofwater:  -

7 Contemplation space
Breather
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Research-by-design 
experiments
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The design

The cloud that demands water



Design tool:  Different perspectives & moving through the space
Literature: Narrative architecture, narrative psychology experience design

Design tool: Space for dialogue & own interpretation
Literature:  Narrative psychology, experience design

Design tool: Visitors making their own choices & inviting to co-create
Literature:  Experience design, narrative psychology

Design tool:  Guiding the view & framing with daylight
Literature:  Narrative architecture, experience design

Design tool:  Use of projections, sensors, mirroring, and optical illusions
Literature:  Experience design

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.



Part of the  

message:   Prepare for resolution

   

3-act structure: Epiphany, about how the problem can be solved, 

   moment of inner change

Goal:   Attracting the visitor towards the solution

By:   Small hallway that opens into a big space

Sensory  Seeing: teaser of what’s to come

experience:  Hearing: 4D soundscape with constructive sounds  

   Feeling: ribbed surface of water underneath your feet

Ambiance/  

emotion:  Light, building curiosity

Role of water:  As if you’re walking on water

Build-up to resolution
The epiphany



8 Action & reflection



Part of the  Introduce ways to take individual action

message:   Delete old emails, unsubscribe from automatic mailing lists, 

   delete unused files from the cloud, minimalise automatic back-ups, 

   use green cloud services

3-act structure: Epiphany, about how to tackle the problem, 

   the moment of internal change

Goal:   Provide the visitors with ways to help resolve the problem

By:   Interactive labyrinth with hidden spaces with digital declutter challenges

   Dynamic and cluttered space, hard to see the overview

Sensory  Seeing: labyrinth of mirroring surfaces (selfreflection) “under water”

experience:  Hearing: sound of running water, the further you get towards the eind, the less 

     fast it runs  

   Feeling: smooth, cold, organically shaped materials

Ambiance/

emotion:  Curious & movement

Role of water:  A layer of water on the skylights makes it look like you’re situated under water, 

   the sound of running water encourages you to reach the end

8 Practice based storytelling
Action & reflection



9 Turn the tide



Part of the

message:   Prepare for the confrontation

3-act structure: Pre-climax, use the new knowledge to come up with a 

   plan of approach, prepare for the confrontation

Goal:   Emphasise the bigger picture, experience as if the water 

   level has already risen in the mean time

By:   Visitor takes the stairs next to openings in the barge which 

   makes them approach the water level as they go up 

Sensory  Seeing: daylight shines in through the surface water,  

experience:    gives a blue/green light accent to the space

   Hearing: sound of water splashing against the window

   Feeling: oppressive feeling

Ambiance/

emotion:  Darker

Role of water:  Water plays the leading role, rising seawater level is made

   tangible

9 Emphasize urgency
Turn the tide



10 Ripple effect



Part of the

message:   Space for importance of the collective

3-act structure: Pre-climax, use the new knowledge to come up with a 

   plan of approach, prepare for the confrontation

Goal:   Visitors are encouraged to talk to eachother about their experience, to spread 

   awareness. By talking about it you give more attention to the issue, what gets 

   attention expands, encouragement to also do that in the outside world

By:   Illuminated, spacious room with a water tank where visitors can drip their own 

   drops onto the watersurface (ripple effect), one drop provides a bigger movement 

Sensory  Seeing: hopeful light

experience:  Hearing: discussions between visitors 

   Feeling: drops onto the water surface

Ambiance/

emotion:  Hopeful, inviting, encouraging

Role of water:  The water surface with the ripple effect symbolises society

10 Space for dialogue
Ripple effect
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