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Introduction

examining my own work and that of other 
designers, I will show how relinquishing 
control and harnessing seemingly illogical 
actions can become tools in fostering the 
emergence of new ideas and solutions in an 
otherwise highly regimented environment. 
The context of my design work is set by the 
relationships between existing fabrics and a 
secondary layer of architectural form, whose 
investigation contributes to the discourse on 
sensible models of urban growth, unfolding 
strategies for retrofit, additions and densi-
fication. The work not only explores how 
the interests of multiple custodians and 
stakeholders are accommodated, but also 
examines the architect’s responsibility to 
find even more histories and voices to actu-
alise unrecognised potentials and desires. 
In doing so, the work offers a critique on 
the simplistic appropriation of modernity 
in architecture while also raising debates 
about the values pursued in design approval 
processes and the ways in which site relat-
edness is both produced and judged.

The inquiry is carried out through design 
projects and is reciprocally influenced by 
text-based observations. Accordingly, the 
findings are communicated in the language 
of the discipline – drawings, renders, pho-
tographs – and accompanied by a written 
exegesis. The introspective analysis of my 

Architecture in Dialogue with an Activated 
Ground: Unreasonable Creatures presents 
an investigation into the epistemological 
processes of my architectural practice, in 
which personal experiences are put in rela-
tion to a wider context. Themes discussed 
include the emergence of space in a staged 
opposition between the architectural object 
and the ground, and between emotive cogni-
tion and analytic synthesis in the design act. 
In both oppositions, there is a productive 
engagement with ‘unreasonable’ thought or 
behaviours. The work presented here docu-
ments an approach to architectural design 
in which these oppositions (confrontations) 
and the unreasonable are understood as 
constructive pathways towards developing 
the performative potential of designs that 
tap into local histories and voices, includ-
ing those of the seemingly inanimate – the 
architecture itself and the ground it sits 
upon – to inform the site-related produc-
tion of architectural character and space. 
In doing so, the work offers encouragement 
to accept the usefulness and validity of the 
unreasonable in architecture.

Through this research, I seek to vali-
date the strategies I deploy to facilitate 
the poetic aspects of architecture within 
a discourse whose evaluation param-
eters predominantly involve reason. By 

according to rational parameters such as 
program, size, client and the author’s role 
in the process.

The second ideogram represents 
a layered knowledge developed in the 
Coinage chapters indicating the existence 
of a coherent trajectory of autonomous 
authorship supplemented by a narrated 
autobiography suggesting a possible perio-
disation of the body of work. Included in 
this layered knowledge is also a prehistory 
connecting the mature artistic production 
with an early pre-professional understand-
ing of objects in space.

The third ideogram represents an 
expanded transversal knowledge emerg-
ing in the fourth chapter Agents. Here, 
Urs Bette identifies and links relapsing 
dynamics in the creative discoveries’ 
iterative processes, providing a kind of 
second-order pattern by dropping the hard-
to-question autobiographic narrative into 
the background – and thereby providing 
a methodological knowledge recorded 
outside personal circumstances.

Boris Brorman Jensen

wide range of critical perspectives on 
both contemporary practices and the pro-
fession as a whole. He also provides a lucid 
demonstration of how creative inventions 
become applied art or architecture per se 
as a result of being conveyed back and forth 
between two opposing modes of assess-
ment: emotive cognition and intellectual 
synthesis. By forcing his Unreasonable 
Creatures beyond the ‘eureka moment’ 
into a synergic loop between the two dis-
similar epistemological realms – ‘form as 
space’ and ‘form as meaning’ – he provides 
evidence for the use of post rationalisa-
tions as a productive engine in creative 
processes.

The three ideograms (see fig. 1.1) are 
my personal interpretation of the three 
cognitive schemata or meta-structures 
used by Urs Bette in his self-reflective 
autobiography.

The first ideogram represents a 
simple indexical knowledge offered in 
the Appendix. Here, the different projects 
are sorted in a timeline with one tempo-
ral distinction between ‘before’ and ‘after’ 
establishing an independent practice, while 
at the same time he categorises projects 
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Architecture in Dialogue with an Activated Ground | Unreasonable Creatures2 Introduction3

Case study | speculative reveals in which 
ways strategies developed in architecture 
may be relevant to landscape projects as 
well, shifting the previous focus on formal 
expression towards the performative rela-
tionship between object and the ground, 
using the River Torrens footbridge project 
as an example.

Case study | built follows the project Thalia 
Graz and explores how urban consolidation 
policies are increasingly challenging archi-
tects to work on sites that are articulated 
by multiple custodians and stakeholders. It 
also examines the architect’s responsibility 
to identify even more histories and voices, 
appreciate unique conditions and realise 
individual interventions.

Case study | experimental examines how 
artistic installations allow me to explore 
the topics of my research in a medium 
that is free from programme or functional 
constraints, revealing the aspirations and 
contradictions that are present in my work. 
Dissecting the whale is the most recent 
step in this series; it reads as a synthesis 
of my past practice while also providing 
an outlook into future work.

Case study | teaching links my role as 
a teacher with my architectural design 
research, showing how explorative tech-
niques are employed to lure students beyond 
their comfort zone, recognise the affordance 
of form and reflect on the alternative reali-
ties that may be developed from it.

Conclusion draws together ‘what’, 
‘how’ and ‘why’ I design the way I do. It 

the eyes of an external observer. This 
leads to a discussion around second-order 
observation and the role of graphic rep-
resentation in determining purpose and 
meaning beyond my own personal agendas.

Agents | characters is devoted to illustrat-
ing the evolution of a project from field to 
figure to character. This is placed in rela-
tion to the modes of operation (emotive 
cognition and intellectual synthesis), the 
overall aims and the cultural background 
of my practice. After addressing past work 
and present tendencies, future develop-
ments are foreshadowed.

Agents | space investigates the way in 
which different forms of space material-
ise in response to mediating the dialogue 
between the architectural object and its 
context. This is discussed in relation to 
my Austrian coinage and the processes 
I deploy to sense and cultivate the poetic 
qualities of architecture.

Agents | ground explores how I tap into 
local histories and voices to inform the 
site-related production of architectural 
character and space. While questioning 
traditional notions of site relatedness, the 
work investigates the performative rela-
tionship between object and ground, and 
why people have emotional responses to 
architecturally designed spaces.

The following chapters set out to validate 
the previously described revelations by 
examining projects from different work 
scenarios – built, speculative, experimental 
and teaching.

makers, as well as my studies in communi-
cation design, both of which influence the 
manner in which I practise today.

Coinage | austrian reveals the key notions 
and sensibilities of a community of artists, 
practitioners and intellectuals embracing 
sculptural architecture in Austria, which 
have influenced my architectural upbring-
ing. Similarities and differences in their 
architectural values and corresponding 
design tools are identified.

Coinage | angewandte examines the ways 
in which the University of Applied Arts 
Vienna and my related travels have influ-
enced not only my own and fellow peers’ 
value systems, but also the way in which I 
teach architecture in a different academic 
context today.

Coinage | mentors introduces peers and 
role models that have informed my prac-
tice and manner of operation. It outlines 
similarities and differences in the methods 
and values we pursue and relates them to 
a wider context.

Modes | unreasonable examines a three-
fold project choreography, defined by a 
central spine of morphological genesis, and 
two different modes of interrogation: one 
emotive, the other analytic. The chapter 
then expands on the ways in which the 
unreasonable is intentionally incorporated 
into my own practice, as well as those of 
other designers and artists.

Modes | analytic interrogates the way in 
which I aim to view a design task through 

architectural work and the in-depth descrip-
tion of the creative processes steering it 
offer a critical perspective on my own work 
in relation to that of other designers and 
architects. Unfolding the characteristics of 
my practice, the investigation underwent 
three steps of reflection: understanding the 
aims and concerns of past work, testing 
the gained insights against projects that 
are currently in production and finally 
speculating about the ramifications of this 
research for future design works.

The research investigates how 
unreasonable processes contribute to 
architectural production when balanced 
with intellectual synthesis. Other duali-
ties include working between Austria and 
Australia, and the alternating roles occu-
pied within the practice-based research of 
being both the observer and the observed. 
It was expected that the overlay of these 
three different dualities – unreasonable 
versus analytic, observer versus observed, 
Austria versus Australia – would allow me 
to discern the blind spots in my practice and 
unfold insights that are of value to the wider 
community, addressing issues, values and 
questions inherent to the design and pro-
duction of architecture in general. Dialogues 
with my peers and critics at RMIT’s Practice 
Research Symposiums have informed the 
investigations documented here.

The text is structured into 15 chapters 
that guide the reader through my reflec-
tive practice.

Coinage | personal introduces my non-
architectural background that established 
my spatial intelligence.1 It concerns aspects 
of growing up in a family of designers and 
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and observant guidance. I would also like 
to thank the many practices and institu-
tions that have provided image material, 
without which the publication would be 
incomplete. A special thank you goes to 
Athena Kerley for perceptively editing 
my texts, to Murray Fraser and Jonathan 
Hill for including my work in the Design 
Research in Architecture series, and to 
the team from UCL press for putting it all 
together so professionally. Finally I thank 
Margit Brünner for her loving support and 
creative collaboration, enriching my life 
and practice.

Note
1.	 I use the term with reference to the work of 

Leon van Schaik in Spatial Intelligence.

summarises the different investigations, 
highlights its major discoveries and specu-
lates on the implications for future practice 
arising from this research.

* * *

Acknowledgements—Architecture is a 
team effort. This publication would not 
have been possible without the commit-
ment and creative input of the numerous 
collaborators and helpers with whom I 
worked on the projects described here. 
My appreciation, first and foremost, goes 
to them. The research commenced as a PhD 
at RMIT University, Melbourne. I would like 
to thank everyone contributing to their 
Practice Research Program, and in par-
ticular, Martyn Hook for his encouraging 

2.1 following page:  
Project matrix | covering past 
and present practice, Melbourne, 
Australia 2014
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Uralla Court - interior | inserted volumes hover above the upper floor level - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts

Dissecting the whale - Installation at RMIT Design Hub

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

Dissecting the whale - Installation at RMIT Design Hub

Projects | Uralla Court 

Uralla Court - north east | lifted mass and ground reaction - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. S
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects

res, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
read and in-

terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and

reasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial

rogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block, in
search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and dir ows. 

In another attempt I wor
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This pr

y. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could

rface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboar
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and

velopment of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation

hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

island 3 -  to the islands | unreasonable topografies

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented his /
her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result the
skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we considered
this intervention as part of the transitional processes, how-
ever, after security guards threatened to have the object re-
moved, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous ar rtist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or impro resence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the whale - to the islands - SASA Gallery Adelaide 2011 | third interpretation

images above: grasshopper used to create the

structural grid inside the whale | based on a

script provided by Victor Leung

the whale - to the islands | first dissection

Thalia Graz - Girardigasse | opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He
has a great passion for solving details as well as engineering
problems. Irene’s strength lies in project management. Both
were the local architect for two Steven Holl projects in Aus-
tria, the Loisum Hotel and the associated Cellar Door. To-
gether we formed a well balanced team, whose individual
strength covered all the challenges a complicated project like
this presents. Working between Austria and Australia
worked out much better than anticipated. The time differ-
ence became an advantage for the swift progression of the
work. When we ended our shift in Adelaide, Vienna would
take over and continue, and the next morning we would
continue with updated material. My project booklet facili-
tated the information exchange and discussions between
Adelaide and Vienna. 

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them fr
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam
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AN-house - south east

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and

round
of an overarching personal agenda, r
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpr
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tr ove a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite

resents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional
diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

Thalia Graz | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy
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Uralla Court II - north east, working model

Projects | HTMTI Hotel

HTMTI Hotel - bodies and ground underneath an elevated roof, image: OttReinisch

Project: HTMTI Hotel, 2007 - 
Firm: sam ottreinich
Client: Royal Government of Bhutan / Austrian Develop-
ment Agency
Ground: Upper Motithang Thimpuh, Bhutan
floor area: 1300m2
role: design architect

The project serves to transfer knowledge about the planning
of sustainable low-energy buildings through the implemen-
tation of a prototype building in Bhutan. The intention is
that knowledge and understanding of sustainable design
principles acquired through this project can be applied by
the local architects to different kinds of future buildings.
Distinct from other projects there are three different typo-
logical ententies present: a volumetric roof, three characters
and one ground reaction. There are two instances of hover-
ing: characters above and beneath ground, roof hovering
above all.

HTMTI Hotel - between hovering roof and the ground, image: OttReinisch

HTMTI Hotel -  original design | northern side HTMTI Hotel -  second floor 1:200

HTMTI Hotel - hovering roof, image: OttReinisch

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The r ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Thalia Graz - exterior void north | view towards State Opera House

Projects | Austrian Expo Pavilion

Expo Pavilion - x-ray view of internal volumes Expo Pavilion - floor plans 

Expo Pavilion - sound box and inserted volumes 

ADL footbridge - the character emerges happens in a hybrid environment 

Thalia Graz | Girardigasse - photo: Herta Hurnaus

tracings of the whale - Spinoza’s cabinet - Adelaide, South Australia 2012

Case study | Dissection
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Uralla Court - interior | inserted volumes hover above the upper floor level - image: Daniel Kerbler

Uralla Court II - accumulated efforts

Dissecting the whale - Installation at RMIT Design Hub

Uralla Court II
Project: Uralla Court, Residence, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 120 m2
Structural Engineering: Dr. Oliver Englhardt

Residential building in Adelaide, Australia.
Uralla Court II is the redesign of the original Uralla Court
with changed parameters; the reduction of program and us-
able space by two thirds. The spatial concept remains the
same, previously enclosed spaces at the lower level are now
used as sheltered outdoor spaces.

Uralla Court II - south east & south west, working model 

Uralla Court II - x-ray perspective

Dissecting the whale - Installation at RMIT Design Hub

Projects | Uralla Court 

Uralla Court - north east | lifted mass and ground reaction - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: AN-house, Residence and Studio, 2009
Client: Gallagher & Hargreaves
Ground: Brunswick, Victoria
Floor area: 330m² 

The transformation of an existing metal-workshop into 
a residence and studio.

AN-house - void between incoming object and existing structure

AN-house - existing building structure and diagram of proposed addition 

EAF extension - artist in residence studio - Adelaide, South Australia 2009 - image: Daniel Kerbler

Project: EAF-extension, artist in residence studio 
Client: Australian Experimental Art Foundation
Ground: EAF Bldg., Register Street, Adelaide
Floor area: 50m²

“This proposal for an combined visiting artist studio and
residence upon the rooftop of an existing facility takes as its
starting point the often overlooked but extremely pervasive
air-conditioning unit installed on top of rooftops through-
out the city. Exploiting the schism between content and
form, the proposal is both familiar - by taking on the formal
appearance of an air-conditioning unit - yet uncanny,
through its parasitic relationship to its primary host the
EAF. This formal and visual ambiguity, at once familiar yet
strangely alternative, parallels through its appearance the
visiting artist(s) residential relationship to the city - being at
once of the city yet at the same time entirely distinct from
it. 

In addition the proposal aims to be catalytic, transform-
ing the existing facilities both programmatically and for-
mally, whilst having a dynamic relationship with the
context. Swerving away from both representational and for-
mal models endemic within the discipline, the proposal
takes on a performative role within the city as it aims to
multiply meanings as each artists’ shifting relationship to
the residency alters between blind indifference to fully ap-
propriating the architectural object. 

Through both extending and enlarging the scope and
ambitions of the EAF Artist Studio + Residence brief, the
proposal aims to provide something at once surprising
through its subversion of given expectations (i.e. a resi-
dency) and supplementary to both institution and ob-
server.” James Curry

intuitive synthesis | addressing morphological

aspect, evaluating character, ground and

space through empathy

analytical synthesis | conceptualising and

steering the way in which the work is

supposed to be read

EAF - floor plan and longitudinal section

EAF - two model modes

EAF - eastern elevation EAF - northern and southern elevations

EAF - internal views 

T he design developed from an Expression of Interest
which I had put in together with landscape architects
James Mather Delaney from Sydney and engineers

Bollinger + Grohmann,1 Germany. Although we did not get
shortlisted I decided to work on a proposal nevertheless, be-
cause it would put me in a position to constructively cri-
tique the other projects. I also thought I should do an
explicit landscape project once, since the ground, as a topic,
is already present in my work. In the end the project was
more than an exercise. It enabled me to realise and under-
stand the different stages of my design process, and pro-
duced a ‘PhD moment’ for me. S
landscape project, it felt like a totally new type of problem,
without any reference to my earlier works. The project de-
veloped along a horizontal rather than a vertical axis, thus it
did not allow me to revert to existing formal stereotypes,
which were simply not applicable here. This meant that the
evaluation of the design, in regards to process and the se-
quence of events, could not be made on the level of visual
appreciation and resemblance. As a consequence the project

gave me the opportunity to look at the performative aspects
of my design agents - the unreasonable play of the object
and the ground around a void - rather than their expressive
qualities. Doing a landscape project became a chance to dis-
tinguish between the formal expressions in my projects

res, single surfaces, obtuse angles)
and their relational strategies (detaching the object from the
ground, lifting it, initiating a dialogue). Through undertak-
ing a landscape project I recognised the recurring strategies
present in the majority of my past work. 

The bridge project started with producing a materialised
read and in-

terpret. I recycled fragments of an earlier project, digitised
versions of models that originated from my collaboration
with Margit Brünner, and heaped them onto the site. These
bits and pieces had no relation whatsoever to the site, and

reasonable. As with
other projects, I placed a virtual solid around the spatial

rogeneous grid that

The intention of the following chapters is to test and vali-
date the described revelations through projects from dif-
ferent work scenarios, all undertaken during the course
of this PhD. They comprise: a speculative competition, a
completed project, and a series of experimental installa-
tions. 

Torrens footbridge | an unreasonable point of departure

Case study | River Torrens footbridge

guided my sculptural cutting and carving of the block, in
search of the form within. In a second attempt I peeled
away the material until I found objects, which, after being
digitally distorted, could possibly function as a bridge, how-
ever none of them were satisfactory. They all extended over
the edge of the river, creating an undesired underpass situa-
tion that separated the various users and dir ows. 

In another attempt I wor
but frayed piece of tree bark, whose form I interpreted and
spanned over both sides of the riverbank. The situation, al-
though devoid of the underpass, was still not satisfactory, I
could not tell why, it just did not feel right. I then kept ex-
perimenting with different sizes, and kept shrinking the ob-
ject until it fell short of actually connecting the river banks
at all. The object was now placed in the middle of the River,
contradicting its basic functionality. Then I found the an-
swer to my problem. I did what I always do in my design
process (although I was not yet aware of it) and activated
the ‘ground’ (in this case: the riverbank), which started to
differentiate and extended towards the object, bridging the
gap between them. It then dawned on me that this was a
similar situation to earlier projects, where I lifted the object
above the ground, waiting for the ground to extend up-
wards. What normally happened along a vertical axis ap-
peared now in a horizontal relationship. 

Torrens footbridge - genesis | the ground reacts and bridges the gap.

Torrens footbridge - view towards the oval | gradual transformation of the ground in order to meet the object - image: Daniel Kerbler

Torrens footbridge | extension of the existing landscape - Adelaide, South Australia 2012 - image: Daniel Kerbler

After some probing and trial and error I narrowed the
search down to one particular model. Similar to previously
described scenarios (Torrens footbridge, WIFI St. Pölten) I
encaged the material in a translucent volume, and then cut
and subtracted material along the lines of the existing sur-
faces. This pr

y. The use of projected curves as
a cutting tool ensured that the surfaces of the whale could

rface, therefore allowing for a con-
trolled and easy assembly of the installation. I used this part
of the process to test which amount of formal complexity
could be achieved with a composite of single curved sur-

faces. This was important to me as I was considering using
this method for architectural work as well. 

Once the digital corpus was extracted, it was broken
down to skin and bones, then CNC cut from different
thicknesses of cardboar
gallery space. The initial stitches were replaced by paper
tape, so that the whale’s monolithic appearance was rein-
forced by a seamless and all-encompassing skin. Due to the
fact that the exhibition space could not be altered, the dia-
logue between object and ground, which had begun at Port
Adelaide and was now continued at the SASA Gallery,

could only express itself through object. The geometry of
the Gallery became part of the whale’s digital habitat and

velopment of its character. Although
no physical connection to the ground could be established,
there seemed to be a balance achieved between the installa-
tion and the location. The gallery became a temporary
home for the whale who seemed at ease with the situation

hibition we decided to relocated the whale to its point of
origin in Port Adelaide, where Margit Brünner was sup-
posed to take over control again and engage in the next
transformation. But before she could rework the object,

island 3 -  to the islands | unreasonable topografies

someone had laid hands on the installation and vented his /
her anger by dishing out a couple of blows. As a result the
skin was cracked and partly peeled. Initially we considered
this intervention as part of the transitional processes, how-
ever, after security guards threatened to have the object re-
moved, on the basis that we were supposedly dumping
rubbish, we dismantled it. A few month later Margit Brün-
ner, now in the role of curator, invited me to participate in
another exhibition project: Spinoza’s Cabinet. 

“The title refers to the Dutch Jewish philosopher
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)… whose universe implies the

interconnectedness of all living systems, building on a tem-
poral dynamism of reality. His masterpiece ‘Ethics’ about
the origin and nature of emotions offers a way to rethink re-
lations in an increasingly challenging global context. The
project is an attempt to install ‘paradise’ into the local at-
mospheres of a shopfront in the Adelaide CBD by means of
art. Based upon Spinoza’s concepts it puts into prominence
art-practice as a site of knowledge. It inquires an au-
tonomous ar rtist
but rather emerges from a series of situations and interac-
tions, exploring the notion of paradise. The artists are in-
vited to explore their practices as a ‘skill’ of communication

and of achieving accordance not by intellectual discourse
but through open-ended experimentation. Immediate prac-
tice or impro resence in the
making and as a precise concentration of a mind towards
artistic processes – the attempt to witness ‘what is’, and to
understand how ‘what is’, and how it is ‘constructed’ in the
moment. This practice seems to be best suited to unveil
‘paradise’.” 3

the whale - to the islands - SASA Gallery Adelaide 2011 | third interpretation

images above: grasshopper used to create the

structural grid inside the whale | based on a

script provided by Victor Leung

the whale - to the islands | first dissection

Thalia Graz - Girardigasse | opening up the space of the street towards the sky - photo: Herta Hurnaus

For this project I collaborated with Irene Ott-Reinisch
and Franz Sam, for whom I had previously worked as a de-
sign architect. Franz was the project architect for the
Falkestrasse rooftop extension by Coop Himmelb(l) au. He
has a great passion for solving details as well as engineering
problems. Irene’s strength lies in project management. Both
were the local architect for two Steven Holl projects in Aus-
tria, the Loisum Hotel and the associated Cellar Door. To-
gether we formed a well balanced team, whose individual
strength covered all the challenges a complicated project like
this presents. Working between Austria and Australia
worked out much better than anticipated. The time differ-
ence became an advantage for the swift progression of the
work. When we ended our shift in Adelaide, Vienna would
take over and continue, and the next morning we would
continue with updated material. My project booklet facili-
tated the information exchange and discussions between
Adelaide and Vienna. 

The genesis of the design follows the previously de-
scribed steps. In default of an immediate idea or object that
could be borrowed, I again produced the unreasonable sea
of information, assuming that the creature (or whale) is al-
ready there, submerged and still invisible. I then observed
the ripples in the water, waiting for the moment to spear
and extract the whale. In this case the abstract spatial infor-
mation came from an inverted imprint (materialised voids)
of the surrounding densely built-up area, which were over-
laid with the site in both digital and analogue models. On
screen the multiple fragments of existing spaces were viewed
in wireframe, which turned them fr
condition. I would then turn individual parts to solids and

Thalia Graz - different stages of design development site photographs: Katharina Egger / Franz Sam
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AN-house - south east

velopments, as the ground itself has the tendency to cul-
tivate its inertia and remain inactive. The addition binds the
disparate buildings together by occupying all gaps between
them. It develops a presence that bleeds into the existing
context and creates a new overall identity.

Due to the fact that the ground is made up of existing
buildings with continuous programming (theatre, café,
workshop, retail and offices), its activation had to remain
relatively ‘silent’. This means that the ground was acknowl-
edged by being listened to, rather than being proactive it-
self. The ground still reacted, just not to that extend as we
would see with a project on natural soil. Parts of the existing
offices on the south eastern side of the complex caved in to
create room for vertical access to the new development,
while walls within thickened to bear the load of the addi-
tion. Some walls extended towards the character, for exam-
ple on the north eastern side, where they elevate the two
cantilevering volumes. 

Due to the circumstances of this project the activation
of the ground had to be very subtle. Treading carefully and

round
of an overarching personal agenda, r
the architectural profession in contrast to sculpture. Because
the addition sits on top of inhabited buildings the ground’s
reaction is less explicit than in other projects. Moves were
limited to what could be argue for within the realm of  ‘rea-
sonable’ structural or functional necessities. The motive of
the lifted mass had to be carefully modulated. Height re-
strictions and the lack of program for outdoor spaces meant
that the lift could only be realized in an understated way.
The resulting void rather implies space than physically pro-
viding it. Yet it is big enough to emphasize the character’s
independence from the context. Cutting up the building’s
skin into individual segments, reminiscent of the interlock-
ing shells of crustaceans, resulted in gaps that were used as
fenestration. The move could be interpr
tempt at dissecting the whale.

Thalia Graz - top view

Thalia Graz - south elevation

T halia Graz is the result of an architectural design
competition that asked for four thousand square me-
tr ove a heritage

listed building on the western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the State Opera House in Graz. The aim
was to restructure the entire complex, which, after partial
completion of previous projects, had been left in an inho-
mogene- ous state. The design is based on the premise that
all existing roofs and facades are regarded as the site. Instead
of keeping within the boundaries of the given perimeter, we
decided to distribute the building mass along and above all
four existing buildings, and nestles into all available niches.
This allowed the perceived volume to be kept low, and rele-
vant lines of sight to be maintained. The existing agglomer-
ation is now ingrained and bracketed by the new volume,
and fused into one comprehensible spatial development. 

Through the inclination of the façade the urban space of
the adjoining street maintains its vertical openness. Despite

resents itself as an in-
dependent body, with a character distinct from its sur-
roundings. The articulated spatial distance to the existing
buildings emphasizes the corporeality and creaturely aspect
of the new volume, which is further emphasized by an all
encompassing outer skin that does not differentiating be-
tween facade, roof and soffit. The form and its relationship
to the context were continuously reworked until all techni-
cal and functional aspects could be integrated in such a way
that they became invisible, supporting the reading of one
homogenous body.

This case study examines the conditions that surrounded
the successful implementation of a won competition. It
gives evidence of the process of panning for gold in a
spatial field of artefacts, and exemplifies the activation
of the ground on the basis of existing buildings.

This was developed through digital and physical models,
whose accumulated scars became the three dimensional
diary of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
through existing and new shear walls within the existing
buildings. The building envelope is conceived as a foil-roof
on a trapezoidal sheet metal substrate that is covered by a
vented skin of perforated aluminium sheets. 

Thalia Graz | subtle void and ground reaction - photo: Herta Hurnaus Thalia Graz - point of departure and derived strategy
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Projects | HTMTI Hotel

HTMTI Hotel - bodies and ground underneath an elevated roof, image: OttReinisch

Project: HTMTI Hotel, 2007 - 
Firm: sam ottreinich
Client: Royal Government of Bhutan / Austrian Develop-
ment Agency
Ground: Upper Motithang Thimpuh, Bhutan
floor area: 1300m2
role: design architect

The project serves to transfer knowledge about the planning
of sustainable low-energy buildings through the implemen-
tation of a prototype building in Bhutan. The intention is
that knowledge and understanding of sustainable design
principles acquired through this project can be applied by
the local architects to different kinds of future buildings.
Distinct from other projects there are three different typo-
logical ententies present: a volumetric roof, three characters
and one ground reaction. There are two instances of hover-
ing: characters above and beneath ground, roof hovering
above all.

HTMTI Hotel - between hovering roof and the ground, image: OttReinisch

HTMTI Hotel -  original design | northern side HTMTI Hotel -  second floor 1:200

HTMTI Hotel - hovering roof, image: OttReinisch

Project: Uralla Court, Residence and Studio, 2004
Client: Auburn / Bette
Ground: 1511 m2, Blackwood, South Australia
Floor Area: 330 m2
Structural Consultant: Prof. K. Bollinger

The project was developed from the individual ‘users’ own
needs which can be found in the atmospheric and spatial
qualities of the structure. The central question was ‘How
would you like to live?’ and not ‘How should your house
look?’ The essential element of the project was the ´reading´
of the clients as individuals and ‘feeling into’ the way they
see their lives. The r ‘spatial
sculpture’ with a range of different possibilities within its
interior.

Uralla Court - section BB 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings Uralla Court - section CC 1:100 | overlay of initial and final drawings

Uralla Court - original and final model

Uralla Court - lower level floor plan 1:100          and site plan

Thalia Graz - exterior void north | view towards State Opera House

Projects | Austrian Expo Pavilion

Expo Pavilion - x-ray view of internal volumes Expo Pavilion - floor plans 

Expo Pavilion - sound box and inserted volumes 

ADL footbridge - the character emerges happens in a hybrid environment 

Thalia Graz | Girardigasse - photo: Herta Hurnaus

tracings of the whale - Spinoza’s cabinet - Adelaide, South Australia 2012

Case study | Dissection
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listed building on the g on t western side of a complex of four
buildings, opposite the buildings, opposite th State OOpera pera HHouse in ouse in GGraz.raz. The aimThe aim
was to was to rrestestructuturre the entie re complex, which, after paomplex, which, after parrtialt
completion of pcompletion of prrevious pev rojects, had been left in an inho-ts, had been left in an in
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all existing all existing roofs and facades aofs an rre e rregaeg rded as the site. as the site. IInsteadnstead
of keeping within the boundaries of the giof keeping within the boundaries o ven perimeteen perime r, r wwee

whose accumulated scars became the thw ree dimensional
diad ry of the project. The structural solution is based on
storey-high steel trusses that transfer their loads downwards
ththrrough existing and nough existing and neew shear walls within the existingw shear walls within the existing
buildings.uildings. The building enThe building e velope is conceilope is conceived as a foil-d as a foil-rroofoo
on a trapen a trapezzoidal sheet metal substrate that is coidal sheet metal substrate that is coovveered bby ay a
vented skin of peented skin of rrforated aluminium sheets. forated aluminium shee
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form - space
Dissecting the whale - Installation at RMIT Design Hub
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