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Form Follows Foquismo
A Manifesto (of sorts)

To many it may still be invisible. If one consi-
ders our present condition humaine, it may also 
come too late - its effect being that of the pro-
verbial drop of water on a hot plate. And yet 
it’s coming: a Massive Change! Look at Egypt! 
From the Facebook revolution that triggered Arab 
Spring, to the Potato Revolution raised by Greek 
farmers with the help of the Internet - a whole 
new way of living is rapidly imposing itself, 
with its own logic and dialectics, and based on a 
vision on design that is radically different from 
the one we were used to, serving the whole of 
society, and not just the –interests of just some 
groups and the happy few.

RHIZOME

That this movement may still be passing 
unnoticed also has to do with its underlying 
structure. It has the weak and diffuse morpho-
logy of a Rhizome, which Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari already referred to in their visi-
onary Capitalism and Schizophrenia 40 years 
ago, a nomadic network of thin roots and 
sprouts that moves underground. One might 
also compare it to a volatile cloud, constantly 
changing into new configurations. It has no 
center, or rather a center that is everywhere an 
nowhere at all- old hierarchies are gone. 

Working in diverse realms that are often hard-
ly connected and loosely connected, the order 
of battle of its particles is scattered, divided 
over categories that reach from eco-design or 
sustainable– and experimental design, over 
critical-, political-, radical- and anti-design, 
to up-cycling and re-cycling, re-this, re-that, 
re-whatever. Their goals differ greatly, are 
sometimes radically opposed. And yet, what 
binds them is stronger: a mutual striving for 
what in an ideal world every form of design 
should take as its primal goal, namely the 
interests and well-being of society as a whole, 
and not just those of one particular group, 
let alone exclusively the interests of corpo-
rate industry. Each in its own way has also 
raised rebellion against the tyranny of what 
is proclaimed to be good design by consumer 

society: slick, glamorous, luxurious, or simply 
practical objects of desire, good-looking and 
highly seductive, but also lethal and perilous 
— ‘formes fatales’ that promise heaven, but 
are a one-way ticket to its antipode. 

FROM TOOL TO FOOL 

Of late, these corporate and luxury industries 
have become more popular and powerful than 
ever. Their territory has expanded such that it 
has totally appropriated the realm of design, 
leaving little room for dissidents. But paral-
lel to its explosive conquering of the globe, 
an implosion imposed itself on the semantic 
level, reducing design to little more than a lub-
ricant that helps to realize a scarcely hidden 
agenda: ‘Sell whatever to whoever in whatever 
way’. Still pretending to be a tool –brandishing 
truisms such as ‘Form follows Function’ - its 
status doesn’t exceed that of a useful fool.

DESIGN DIALECTS

Some more innate handicaps of this system 
recently got the overhand, causing a worldwide 
crisis, which even the most hard-core cannot 
ignore. To mention only a few of these: in its 
eternal celebration of the new, design suffers 
from aloss of memory that comes close to Alz-
heimer. As Abraham Moles indicated, design 
also increasingly divides humanity into those 
that have access to the hermetic ‘black box’ in 
objects, steering their functioning, and those 
who don’t. The logic of permanent renewal 
that has to guarantee a return of investment 

also results in overproduction, a program-
med obsoleteness of goods, and a market that 
is oversaturated — the only way out: conquer 
new territories. Not only does this have disast-
rous consequences in terms of working condi-
tions or waste, with design being an offspring 
from the West, other cultures have been wiped 
away entirely. Such is the power of this globa-
lization, that the hope of creating and culti-
vating a Design Dialect, as a local variant on 
a universal design Esperanto, seems the only 
option for most cultures left.

FOCO

All along this process, and in order to incre-
ase its market or fight the crisis, the ruling 
design world, already expanded the last word 
in the magical formula Form follows Function 
to Finance and Fashion, Fun, Funk & Fuck, Fic-
tion & Friction, or Fury & Fairy. Many also 
started Greening themselves, or getting more 
responsible. But their actions often remind of 
trying to fix a car while it is still full speed on 
the road, totally out of control. Other F-words 
urgently need to get absolute priority if design 
really plans to get social, such as Famine, 
Favela, Fai-da-te and even Foco or Foquismo, 
the ideology that grew out of Ernesto Che 
Guevara’s premise that a small group of dedi-
cated men can set off a revolution based on a 
hit and run guerilla strategy. As proven by phe-
nomenon such as the Occupy Movement, or 
Pussy Riot, media and social media in particu-
lar, have recently freshened the believe in this 
kind of guerilla, turning it into one of their 
favorite tactics. By nature, and in opposition 
to the power game of corporate industry, most 
of the initiatives highlighted in Mapping are 
small to humble. And yet: the power of soci-
al networking alone often raises their impact 
far beyond the local level, making them not 
unlike Edward Norton Lorenz’ butterflies, 
which can alter the path of a tornado in Texas 
by flapping their wings in Brazil. So imagine 
what would happen if some more butterflies in 
Social Design started to do so together. While 
many may still consider this kind of design 

to be utopian and therefore invalid, one of 
the main objectives of Mapping The Design 
World is to demonstrate how a rapidly growing 
number of initiatives is proving the contrary. 
And as a part of Mapping, this new magazine 
aspires to be a catalyzer that helps synchronize 
all that flapping.
 
PRIMAL SOUP

As Vilèm Flusser wrote: “The future will above 
all be a matter of design.” Indeed, but what 
kind of design? It will have to descend to a 
‘zero degree’, the primal soup from where 
it can question why it is there and what it is 
about, the axioms that up till now were at the 
origin of design strategies, and the capitalism 
that is their driving force. It will no longer 
accept to be reduced to an industrial object, 
system or process, while its practitioners will 
no longer tolerate to be treated like consumers 
or users. It will be a total philosophy, reconsi-
dering the codes, conventions, and subcutane-
ous mechanisms that steer society, rituals and 
habits. It will create a new alphabet that allows 
us to study how shapes are formed, and deve-
lop a science and praxis that focus on living 
and the habitat in general, including favela 
and shacks, and not on the latest landmarks 
of famous architects; on cloths, and not just 
on fashion; on food, and not just on gastrono-
my; on mobility, instead of just celebrating car 
culture. And it will be a design in which the 
city belongs to everyone. 

SKATEISTAN

In 2007 two young Australians, Olivier Perco-
vich and Sharna Nolan, arrived in Kabul, the 
capital of Afghanistan, with little more than 
a couple of skateboards. In a country where 
children make up more than half of the popu-
lation but get little opportunities, their boards 
drew in kids – first the boys, then the girls- 
like an unstoppable magnetic force. What 
began as informal skateboarding lessons at an 
empty fountain soon led - with the help of the 
Norwegian, Danish, Canadian, and German 

authorities- to the foundation of Skateistan, 
not just Afghanistan’s first skatepark and big-
gest sports facility, but also the world’s first 
skateboard school. The initiators aim to use 
‘skateboarding as a hook’, not only to lure the 
youngsters into other classroom activities, 
but also to break down social barriers. Near-
ly 40% of the students are girls, in one of the 
world’s most gender-biased societies. Many are 
also illiterate, while others are the children of 
government ministers. 

TOTALITARIAN

While integrating Skateistan in the first issue 
of this new Magazine, as one of a multitude of 
examples that have to illustrate the extraordina-
ry dynamics and variety of tactics within Soci-
al Design, we were well aware that many may 
wonder why we consider it to be design at all, 
used as they aree to a definition in which design 
limits itself to tables, chairs, cars and fashion, 
or even to luxury versions of these objects of desi-
re. To them we would like to say that we consi-
der anything to be design that is a tool for living, 
and therefore also Skateistan, as well as the pro-
ject launched by Edi Rama, when he had taken 
office as the mayor of the capital of Albania, 
Tirana, forming an army of painters that clad 
the buildings in the city centre, covering the 
totalitarian grey of yore with colorful patter-
ning, or his colleague Antanas Mockus, mayor 
of Bogota, who started his career by taking his 
pants down, mooning the public. Both Mockus 
and Rama figure in this survey. 

HOPE

The succes of Skateistan is such that - in only a 
few years time - it has lead to the founding of 
similar schools elsewhere, in Aghanistan, and 
in other war-ridden countries like Cambodia 
and Pakistan, while it has also become the 
subject of internationally awarded documen-
taries, a traveling exhibition and a book. As to 
Edi Rama, who would remain Tirana’s Mayor 
for three terms: while being awarded as World 
Mayor in 2004, he was also chosen to be one 

of the 2005 European Heroes by Time Magazine. 
Far less measurable, but all the more impor-
tant, is the way in which Rama, Mockus and 
the initiators of Skateistan almost single-han-
dedly changed the course of history by resis-
ting and opposing the reigning mood in their 
country, in their effort to redesign a worldwide 
perception of these countries, by giving a sign 
of Hope, and demonstrating that all is not 
lost, that things can be done differently, des-
perate as the situation may seem.
 
In trying to give them some more visibility to 
these projects Mapping the Design World pro-
ject also wants to serve as a Think Tank and 
Future Lab, combining all the media at its dis-
posal, from print, over digital, to a traveling 
Mapping Meeting Point, that serves as a plat-
form for conferences and workshops, cons-
tantly changing and adapting its formula, in 
function of it were it ends up. That will also be 
the case in Liège, where the first issue of the 
magazine will be launched, and the platform 
will be living its world first as part of Reci-
procity, the 7th Biennial for Design and Social 
Innovation. Meant to be more than just a place 
where visitors can meet and greet, and find out 
about Reciprocity’s programme, this Meeting 
Point will also offer an insight into what will 
be the Biennial’s central focus in the years to 
come: social innovation, trying to answer the 
question ‘What is it?’ while offering a taste 
of the richness that characterizes the rapidly 
growing number of projects in the field. Visi-
tors are invited to reflect on how these examp-
les could impact on their own life, and Liège, 
a city re-inventing itself through a series of 
large-scale schemes. These Grands Travaux will 
also stand central to three conferences that 
will also play directly on the specific theme of 
this year’s biennial the relationship between 
design and memory, history, and the safegu-
arding of identity. 

DEEP

While being only one element into a much 
larger network, in which different media 

constantly comment and complement each 
other, this magazine has set itself the aim of 
concentrating on what printed matter is best 
at: delve deep. Different from so many other 
design magazines it will not present itself as 
a kind of shopping mall in glossy 2D, with 
every new spread serving as another vitri-
ne, but serve as a discussion platform, com-
bining the vastness of scope of a book with 
a gazette’s capacity of being fast, cheap and 
readily available, a bit like the cahiers did it in 
the past. Most importantly: it will also try to 
redraw and adjust the world map of design, in 
function of real urgencies, and needs. 

TOPSY-TURVY
 
The starting point for this first issue for 
instance was to show 100 projects from an 
equal number of countries, with a clear pre-
ference for regions largely off the conven-
tional design radar, such as Afghanistan or 
Zambia. Positive discrimination also deter-
mined the selection of an average of one 
project per country, giving the same value to 
inconspicuous places as the Faroe- and Lofo-
ten Islands as to the USA, Russia and China. 
Finally, rather than going for the most impor-
tant project in each country - and deliberately 
reducing the innumerable recycling artists and 
emergency shelters or schools developed for 
third world countries - we took a more pano-
ramic view. Although some detours took place 
on route, the final destination followed the 
initial plan, resulting in a deformed image of 
a topsy-turvy world that offers a life-affirming 
compensation for the equally distorted images 
we are usually confronted with, and in which 
the West keeps claiming the center, reducing 
the rest to periphery. 

CYNICISM

But please: this outcome makes no claim to 
be representative or exhaustive.  Instead, it’s 
a selection that suggests the endless range 
of strategies, and the extraordinary dyna-
mics with which these possibilities are being 

exploited; an imaginativeness, enthusiasm 
and even joyfulness that totally refutes the 
cynicism, despair and dreariness that often 
accompanies social design. 

KALEISDOSCOPIC

Several other citeria have been used in this 
selection, such as the fact that, apart from 
one or two exceptions, and in order to stick as 
close to reality as possible, we almost exclusi-
vely opted for projects that were beyond the 
phase of mere concept and vision and had 
materialised in production and other forms of 
action. And we can only hope that the over-
all image that resorts is that of a Social Design 
that does not just stand for one ideology, and 
that does not point out an absolute answer. 
Social Design is not one, but many. Instead of 
being mono-cultural, anchored on the west, 
it is multicultural and kaleidoscopic. It refu-
ses to remain a design for the happy few, and 
focuses on the other 90% instead, the mar-
ginalized and neglected, the third and fourth 
world coming first. 

VIOLATING

Social Design also takes into account the 90 
% brought up by Enzio Manzini, as the part 
of our present consumption of raw materials 
and energy that needs to be cut to make the 
world sustainable, one of the main challen-
ges being the search for strategies that can 
make this poverty attractive. It therefore also 
implies an approach that has a preference 
for materials that are commonly discarded. 
Celebrating the beauty of imperfection, it 
also returns to Victor Papanek’s ‘design 
for need’, and pleads for a Do-It-Yourself or 
Fai-Da-Te approach that makes the inner of 
objects transparent, up to the point of vio-
lating and totally disrespecting the object 
and the use it was originally meant for. 
Social Design incites everyone to become a 
designer, and first and foremost allows us 
to design ourselves. More than ever, objects 
thus also become vehicles for our desires, 

Che, Streetart by Dolk (Lundgren).
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fantasies, obsessions, fetishisms, anomalies, 
pathologies, and ‘neglected needs’ which are 
shunned by contemporary society. 

BAD

Next to problem solving Social Design is 
problem raising, a great part of the ple-
asure coming from the unknown out-
come. It isn’t afraid of the open. Rather 
than limiting its focus to the next chair, 
wrappings that open badly, or sinks that 
stink, it  focuses on t he congestion of 
cities, making a neglected metro-station 
sing, ways of misleading authorities, and 
new ways of working together. It opposes 
revolution to perpetual change. It is viral, 
mixing and scratching culture – removing 
boundaries with art, and fashion, science, 
politics and even the most abject forms of 
popular culture. For as the grand old man 
of ‘anti-design’, the late Ettore Sottsass 
had it: true innovation always comes from 
‘whores and pimps’, the suburbs, the peri-
phery. That’s why good design will someti-
mes even do its ultimate best to be as bad 
as possible, useless and ugly, awkward and 
awful.

THE MOON ON EARTH

Social Design has especially strengthened 
its bonds with art, as proposed by Boris 
Groys, the strength of art being above all 
its ‘refusal’ of the status quo. Instead of 
being just another way to satisfy share-
holders, Social Design is a dysfunctional 
and poetical praxis, bringing the moon 
on earth. It of ten also breaks the uns-
poken code of honor that prevents desi-
gners from referencing and commenting 
the dark and disturbing aspects of life, 
such as war, death, sex, terrorism, para-
noia, fear and authority, famine, cruelty 
and diseases. It is also a psychoanalytical 
and moral praxis, confronting designers 
with their political, social and environ-
mental responsibilities, and insisting on 
existential issues such as democracy and 
biotechnologies. 

PIPE DREAMS

Inspiration also comes from the likes of 
Peter Sellers though, as the new breed of 
designers counters its radicalism and des-
pair by self-mockery and a liberating force 
that keeps eliciting bursts of laughter. For 
Foco-Design may well be utopian, spea-
king in ‘pipe dreams’ like Jerszy Seymour, 
but it won’t be naive. Being little more 
than Andrea Branzi’s ‘intelligent survi-
val props in post-apocalyptic times’ and 
with little more use than the cards in 
the back of airplane seats with instruc-
tions in case of catastrophe that serve 
Marti Guixé as an inspiration, Soci-
al Design often also radically opts 
for the ephemeral, perishable, and 
evanescent, like NaCho Carbonell’s 
sandcastles, a perfect metaphor for 
design’s futility. 

MATRIX

Good Social  Design fully  accepts 
that there is no escape from a soci-
ety in which everything — from food 
to communication — is subject to the 
laws of consumerism, and t hat t he 
artif icial is the only natural environ-
ment left. Nostalgic ideas on a return 
to the nature or primitive life of yore are 
declared obsolete.  Often initiated and 
financed by the same corporate industry 
it is battling, and that tries to buy off its 
guilt, it is not afraid to translate its ideas 
into everyday or commercial products, nor 
even to get aboard with big corporations, 
driven by the hope of being able to change 
the system from within, and to find the 
glitch in the matrix. Starting from the 
assumption that it may be well too late 
anyway, and that it cannot change the 

world, it concludes that if there’s little to 
gain, there’s also little to lose anyway.

PROXY

The arsenal that is at the designer’s dispo-
sal is more powerful than ever. The often 
extremely sophisticated weapons are kind-
ly and freely provided by the enemy, and 
come extremely handy to fight the main 
target: post-industrial society, consume-
rism and what the late Jean Baudrillard 
described as their latest metamorphosis, 
the ‘hyper-real’,  a ‘reality by proxy’ in 
which fulfillment and happiness are no 
longer dependent on the consumption of 
physical objects or contacts, but on the 
virtual reality and the transient simulac-
ra that have largely replaced them, main-
ly under the inf luence of mass media - a 
‘simulacrum’ being a representation or 
image, imposed on public perception. By 
seducing and exploiting to the full these 
very same media, and by creating ‘simu-
lacra’ with more content and substance 
— Foco Design challenges the enemy in its 
core business. 

DIFFUSE MODERNITY

Fusing traditional crafts with the latest 
and most advanced technology, its scenari-
os based on new technologies are not high 
tech. Instead, they are in accordance with 
‘the diffuse modernity’ which that other 
doyen of the Italian radical movement, 
Andrea Branzi, pleaded for, when stating 
that classic modernism, with its emphasis 
on closed well-defined form and function, 
had not only lost touch with the intimate 
needs and behavior of users but also with 
the general needs of a f luid society. Future 
design will be based on the ‘weak energy’ 
that is as well proper to nature as to the 
electronic revolution that steers our pre-
sent society, and to which the translucent, 
the transitory, light, f lexible, fragile, 
and the delicate and liquid are 
guiding pr inciples. 

MANDORLA

Tomorrow’s 
objects 
wil l 
thus 
not 
be 

unlike Branzi’s Animali Domestici, furni-
ture pieces in which he married the natu-
ral and primitive to the technologically 
highly sophisticated,  and t hat were to 
function as fetishes and props for medita-
tion, far beyond the rational, establishing 
an intimate and loving relationship with 
us, like domestic animals. In an era satu-
rated of information, they will explore dif-
ferent ways of communication. They will 
not simply speak but cry, whisper, holler, 
shout and curse, or present themselves as 
Manifesto Furniture. Through their body 
language, they will express the designer’s 
personality and passions, and arouse our 
sensations and imagination – sometimes 
just by entering the home a disturbing ele-
ment, causing a subtle feeling of uneasi-
ness, and on other occasions by providing 
us with a feeling of mandorla, a revelation 
of the sublime. Profoundly human, warm, 
humble, arrogant or playful, they will not 
only impose themselves as a Totem, a Mene 
Tekel or Sign of the Times, embodying the 
spir it of a whole era, but also manifest 
themselves as living organisms, that sur-
prise us with their behavior, constantly 
mutating. 

EUPHORIA

Social Design will also be there while you 
wait, improvised, spontaneous, and imme-
diate. Temporary also, leaving a minimal 
footprint. It will scavenge through the sea 
of objects and society’s trash and junk for 
odd bits and abandoned pieces, canniba-
lizing, vandalizing, re-appropriating, rear-
ranging, deconstructing, juxtaposing and 
hammering found objects in order to crea-
te objects with a new dignity. The result 
may sometimes look pathetic, weird, and 
wacky, but as Martino Gamper wrote when 
he made 100 chairs in 100 days, using a 
stock pile of abandoned chairs: ”Even the 

m o s t  a b j e c t 
(…) 

As explained in the intro to this magazine, there 
was a system in the madness that brought us 
to scan the world of Social Design and to start 
from the idea to make a selection from some 
100 projects from an equal number of coun-
tries, in order to illustrate the diversity, imagi-
nativeness, and power of that rapidly emerging 
design scene.  There was also a logic behind the 
decision to give priority in that search to coun-
tries or places - from Afghanistan, over Bhutan 
and Burkina Faso, or the Faroe or the Lofoten 
islands, to Zambia- that normally never make 
it into design magazines, let alone as a major 
protagonist in future design history. It was a 
choice that was to the image of Social Design 

P 6-7. ENERGY. SPAIN. Gemasolar Thermosolar Plant. NORWAY. Svalbard Global Seed Vault; 
FRANCE. Philippe Starck: RevolutionAir. 

P 8-9. BARE ESSENTIALS. KENYA. Karin Lidman ao: JaniPad. ZAMBIA ao. Simon Berry: Colalife. 
INDIA ao. Embrace. NIGERIA ao. Mohammed Bah Abba: Zeer, the Pot-In-Pot Cooler. 

P 10-11. WATER. GERMANY ao. Stephan Augustin: The Watercone®. AUSTRALIA ao. Tony Flynn, 
Clay Water Filter. SWITZERLAND ao. Vestergaard Frandsen, LifeStraw. NEPAL ao. Gunnar Barnes: 
Treadlepump. 

P 12. PET BOTTLE DESIGN. TURKEY. Gülnür Özdaglar: Tertium non Data. TAIWAN. Miniwiz: 
Polli-Bricks & Eco-Ark. PHILIPPINES. Ilia Diaz & My Shelter Foundation: A Liter of Light2. 

P 13. NEW MATERIALS. GREAT BRITAIN. Studio Swine & Kieren Jones: The Sea Chair 001: Port-
howan. HAITI ao. MIT D-Lab: Sugarcane Charcoal. AUSTRALIA. Donna Franklin & Gary Cass: 
MICRO’BE’.

P 14-15. CONSCIOUS CLOTHING. CANADA. Elham Seyed Javad & ResportOn: Sports Head-
scarf. SWEDEN. Catarina Midby & H&M: Conscious Collection. FAROE ISLANDS. Gudrun & 
Gudrun

P 16. NEW VISTAS. RUSSIA. Pavel Puhov. MEXICO. Yves Behar & Fuseproject: VerBien.. GREAT 
BRITAIN. Joshua Silver: Adspecs. 

P 17. TREASURE FROM TRASH. CUBA. Ernesto Oroza: Technological Disobedience. INDIA. 
Arvind Gupta: Science from Scrap. 

P 18.  MANIFESTO FURNITURE. GERMANY. Jerszy Seymour: The Workshop Chair. SPAIN. 
Curro Claret: La Pieza, A Collection to Fight Poverty. GREAT BRITAIN. El Ultimo Grito.

P 19. DESIGN DIALECTS. BRAZIL. Rodrigo Almeida & Marcelo Rosenbaum. 

P 20. DESIGN DIALECTS: VIOLENCE AS A RAW MATERIAL. ISRAEL. Ezri Tarazi, Guy Mishaly 
& Ron From. AFGHANISTAN. Massoud Hassani. 

P 22. LIGHT. ICELAND. Olafur Eliasson: Little Sun. BELGIUM. Alain Gilles: Nomad Solar Lamp.
 
P 23. PALLET DESIGN. GERMANY. Matthias Loebermann: Pallet Pavillion. USA. I-Beam Design: 
The Pallet House. ARGENTINA.  Nina Tolstrup & Studiomama: Pallet Project. SWITZERLAND. 
Sibylle Stoeckl: Le Cageot. 

P 24. EMERGENCY ARCHITECTURE. GRENADA ao. Mia & Daniel Ferrara & Architecture for 
Humanity: Global Village Shelters. UNITED KINGDOM. Concrete Canvas Shelter. INDIA. Vinay 
Gupta: Hexayurt. JAPAN. Shigeru Ban Architects: Emergency Shelter Paper Partitions.

P 25. PEOPLE’S ARCHITECTURE.CHILE. Alejandro Aravena & Elemental: Quinta Monroy. 
CHINA. Liu Xiaodu & Urbanus: Tulou architecture.

All texts in this first issue of Mapping the Design World have been written and edited by  
Max Borka. 

The author wishes to thank all the students of the design departments of KASK, Ghent, and La 
Cambre, ENSAV, Brussels, both in Belgium, with whom he collaborated in the past few years on 
this project, and who –individually or in group- developed the basic material on which part of this 
survey is based. They are too many to mention, but their help was invaluable. Dirk Van Gogh, at that 
time head of the Design Department at KASK, made the project possible, and supported it with great 
enthusiasm. 

He also wishes to thank the organizers of ‘Reciprocity, the Biennial for Design and Social Innovation 
of the city of Liège, Belgium, and in particular Clio Brzakala and Giovanna Massoni, general director 
and artistic director of the Biennale, who offered him the possibility to create the Meeting Point 
of the Biennale, where this magazine is launched and presented, as part of a discussion and infor-
mation platform on Social Design. Johanna Dehio and Domink Hehl designed the scenography of 
this presentatation, while Hanne Vanhaesebrouck, assisted Max Borka during the Biennale, next to 

itself, that has made it its aim to focus on the 
interests and well-being of the whole of socie-
ty, and therefore also on the 90 % whose needs 
were never seen as a priority, and have to sur-
vive in countries, regions or outskirts that are 
considered as periphery, or plain non-existent. 
Without even in the least trying to be exhaus-
tive, this selection also tries to give an idea of 
the new kind of world map that is at the base of 
this philosophy, a mapping in which Nigeria is 
equally important as France, or China. 

The choice of projects that resulted have been 
loosely ordered in this first issue of Mapping 
the Design World along a principle that we 

would like to describe as a Matrushka model, 
different sections that together cover all the 
fields and tools that together make up the 
subject of design, from the infinitively small 
to the massive and big. This overview starts 
with Energy, and basic needs that are directly 
related to the body, and moves on to housing 
and furniture, entertainment, and mobility, 
in ever expanding circles, until we finally end 
up with urban matters, and the large social 
movements that define it, from Occupy to the 
Potato and Facebook Revolution of late. Our 
survey ends with the Platform of Hope though, 
a small green oasis that grew on the debris in 
the largest slum of what is most probably soon 

to become the world’s largest city. It was created 
by an architect who one day decided to leave his 
office, and go and work with the local popula-
tion, on a project that might well be judged to 
be the proverbial drop on a hot plate, but that 
makes all the difference for the neighbors and 
children who can use it as a place to relax and 
a playground, and that through the power of 
media and social media, and like so many other 
people that this magazine focuses on in its last 
pages, has succeeded in setting a worldwide 
example – proving that even one person can 
still make an enormous difference, and that 
even the smallest details can have an immense 
importance. 

Immense Details 

P 26. NOMAD ARCHITECTURE. DENMARK. Ion Sorvin & N55: The Walking House. USA. 
Olson Sundberg Kundig Allen: Rolling Huts. SUDAN. Tamassociati: Salam Medical Compound 
Khartoum. SOUTH AFRICA. Marshaan Brink & Tsai Design Studio: Vissershok Container 
Classroom.

P 27-30. TEACHING CHANGE. INDONESIA. John & Cynthia Hardy: Green School Bali. BUR-
KINA FASO. Diébédo Francis Kéré: Gando & Dano Schools. AFGHANISTAN ao.: Skateistan. 
MOROCCO. Anna Heringer ao: Training Centre For Sustainability. FRANCE. Saint-Etienne Met-
ropole: ‘I Participate in the Renovation of my School!’. CAMBODIA ao. Rudanko + Kankkunen: 
Sra Pou Vocational School; UGANDA. Khalid Arbab, Meraka Institute & CSIR: Digital Drum. 

P 31. CULTURAL REVOLUTION. GERMANY. Raumlabor: Eichbaumoper. SPAIN. Santiago 
Cirugeda: Recetas Urbanas. PALESTINE. Marcus Vetter ao.: Cinema Jenin.

P 32-33. WORKING TOOLS. GREAT BRITAIN. Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg & Sasha Pohflepp: 
The Growth Assembly. AUSTRIA. Mischer’Traxler: The Idea of a Tree & Collective Works. TURKEY. 
Asli Kiyak Ingin & Made in Sishane. GUATEMALA. Maya Pedal. 

P 34. DEFENCE. SOUTH-AFRICA. Jair Straschnow & Bert Kramer: Opening up the Fence. THE 
NETHERLANDS. Tejo Remy & René Veenhuizen: Ontmoetingshek. BHUTAN – MONTSERRAT. 
Johan Kramer & Matthijs De Jongh: Bhutan vs Montserrat, The Other Final. FRANCE. Atelier 
d’Architecture Autogérée: Le 56/Eco-Interstice. 

P 35. PARK LIFE. CHINA. Kongjian Yu & Turenscape: The Red Ribbon. CHINA. Ling Fan: Floating 
Green. TURKEY. Gürsan Ergil: Mobile Gardens. 

P 36-37. MOBILIZING THE METROPOLIS. KOREA. Jae Min Lim: Ergo Crosswalk. CANADA. 
Peter Gibson aka Roadsworth.SWEDEN.  Anna Haupt & Teresa Alstin: Hövding. ZAMBIA. Zam-
bikes. USA. SENSEable City Lab: The Copenhagen Wheel. VENEZUELA. Alfredo Brillembourg, 
Hubert Klumpner & Urban Think Tank: Metro Cable, San Augustin, Caracas. RWANDA. Josep 
Mora & Clara Romani: DIY-Wheelchairs. 

P 38-39. URBAN AND RURAL INTERVENTIONISTS. AUSTRALIA. Australian Childhood 
Foundation & JWT Agency: Stop Child Abuse Campaign. CZECH REPUBLIC. Vojtech Fröhlich, 
Ondrej Mlady, Jan Simanek & Vladimir Turner: Kolotoc. NORWAY. Dolk (Lundgren) & Pøbel : 
Ghetto Spedalsk . PERU. Eduardo Gold, the snowmaker. INDIA. Urfun Lab Surat. USA. Paul Sahre: 
Life Size Monster Hearse. BULGARIA. Anonymous: Moving with the Times. USA. Magda Sayeg & 
Knitta, Please. 

P 40-41. GOOD GOVERNING. ALBANIA. Edi Rama. COLOMBIA. Antanas Mockus & Enrique 
Peñalosa: Bogota Change. 

P 42-43. WE THE PEOPLE. EGYPT. Wael Ghonim & The Facebook Revolution. USA. Tyree  
Guyton & Sam Mackey: The Heidelberg Project. GERMANY. Still-Life A40/B1/ Stillleben Ruhr-
schnelweg. USA. Rick Lowe: Project Row Houses. GREECE. Elias Tsolakidis & The Potato Revolution.  
RUSSIA. Pussy Riot. BANGLADESH. Khondaker Hasibul Kabir: The Platform of Hope.  
EVERYWHERE. Occupy.

This is an overview of the projects that finally made it to a selection – not always on a rational ground, 
but because of a coup de coeur, guided by intuition and emotion. They’re almost a 100 - some didn’t 
make it to the party in the end, while we didn’t always stick to our intention to choose one per country. 
But that’s what good intentions are partly for, to be forgotten and transgressed. So enjoy. And learn. 

Anna Pannekoek, who co-curated with Max Borka Spagat! Design Istanbul Tasarimi, and Istanbul 
Alphabet, two exhibitions that inspired the creation of Mapping the Design World.   

The cover was developed with Henrike Noetzold. 
Cover Photo: © Skateistan    

Graphic design: Fremdkörper, Andrea Mehlhose and Martin Wellner, Potsdam, Berlin, Germany. 
www.fremdkoerper.com 

Mapping The Design World is a project by Max Borka: 

Max.Borka2@gmail.com
0049 1520 702 45 93

http://www.facebook.com/pages/Mapping-the-design-world/261099290670404

will  have an euphor ia inspired by t he 
escape of destiny”. 

MIDDLE FINGER

A s  J e r s z y  S e y m o u r  o n c e  s t a t e d :  ‘ T h e 
future of design is going to be fabulous, 
fur y, furious and fun. It will be a fool of 
love,  a superhero ready to do battle for 
good and evil .  I t  wil l  ask why it  exists 
and what i ts  pur pose in l i fe  is .  I t  wil l 
stick its  middle f inger up, r un through 
t he woods naked,  and save t he world.’ 
Whe t her  i t ’s  consumers  or  mater ia ls , 
the whole design industr y or one simple 
shape, liberate will  be the watchword – 
and Mapping the Design World  will  hap-
pily participate.

Max Borka
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come in two models: a quadrangular 400WT 
model with a 400W power output, and a helix-
shaped 1KW WT version that provides 1KW of 
power. The turbines can be installed in the yard 
or on the roof. Very Starck in their appearance, 
for emanating his typical neutral and metal 
handwriting that makes them quite universal 
within a modern landscape, they are also affor-
dable, though not exactly for the poor: Italian 
reference prices start from about 2,500 euros 
($3,515) and 3,500 euros respectively. 

MAP 1ENERGY6 MAP 1 ENERGY 7

Spreading across 185 hectares of rural land 
within the city limits of Fuentes de Andalucia  
in the province of Seville, the Gemasolar  
Thermo-solar power station consists of 2,650 
giant mirrored panels, each 120 sqm in sur-
face, and distributed in a symmetrical pattern 
of concentric rings around a Power Tower that 
reaches 140m high. The mirrors - known as 
heliostats - focus 95 per cent of the sun‘s radia-
tion onto the monolith that uses molten salt as 
its heat transfer fluid and energy storage medi-
um. The heat, which mounts to a temperature 

From Outer Space 
Gemasolar Thermosolar Plant

Gemarsolar Thermosolar Plant
Torresol Energy
Spain/United Arab Emirates, 2011-ongoing
www.torresolenergy.com
Photo: © Torresol Ernergy Investments, S.A.

Although one needs a bird’s eye view to fully appreciate, the recently  
completed Gemasolar Thermosolar power station in southern Spain does not 
only look endlessly more fascinating than the average one - as if it were a giant 
land art project or a trace from outer space - it is also the first of its kind that 
generates electricity at night, making its output up to 3 times higher than that 
of comparable ones. 

of up to 900 C, is used to warm the molten salt 
tanks, generating steam to power the station‘s 
turbines. The power is sent through a high-
tension line to a substation, where it is injected 
into the grid. 

NIGHTS

In addition to its heliostats aiming and control 
system, the most innovative aspect of the plant 
is the system that allows storing surplus heat 
accumulated during sun hours in the tanks, 

and permits the production of electricity in the 
absence of solar radiation, for up to 15 hours 
without any direct solar feed - overnight, or 
during periods without sunlight. This makes 
the solar power also manageable so that it can 
be supplied on demand. The regular sunshine 
in southern Spain means the facility can ope-
rate through most of the nights, guaranteeing 
electrical production for a minimum of 270 
days per year. The prolongation of the plant‘s 
operating time in the absence of solar radiation 
and the improvement in efficiency of the use 
of the heat guarantees electrical production 
for 6,500 hours a year, an output that is 1.5 to 
3 times higher than other renewable energies 
under conditions that are similar. 

COMMERCIAL

The plant is expected to produce 110 GWh a 
year - enough to supply clean, safe power to 

25,000 homes in the Andalucia region, while 
reducing atmospheric CO2 emissions by more 
than 30,000 tons a year. Built by Torresol Ener-
gy, a joint venture between Abu Dhabi energy 
company Masdar and Spanish engineering firm 
SENER, the Plant took two years to construct 
at a cost of 330 million Euros, partly coming 
from the European Commission. Gemasolar’s 
innovative technology was based on the Solar 
Two technology tested in Barstow, California, 
but the plant is approximately three times the 
size, and also integrates several innovations 
introduced after Solar Two was built. It is cur-
rently also the first commercial solar plant to 
apply central tower receiver and molten salt 
heat storage technology and to have started 
operation. According to Enrique Sendagorta, 
the chairman of Torresol Energy, others will 
follow, especially since the standardization of 
the technology might mean a real reduction in 
the investment costs. 

Nature‘s Back Up  
Svalbard Global Seed Vault

Svalbard Global Seed Vault
Nordic Genetic Resource Center
Norway, 2008-ongoing
www.regjeringen.no
Photo: © Svalbard Global Seed Vault/Mari Tefre, 

Photo landscape: © Gazette 

Of the 1,400 ‘crop diversity’ collections around the world, in which seeds are 
preserved, many are located in politically or environmentally unstable countries. 
Recently excavated in a mountain on the Norwegian Island of Spitsbergen, the  
Svalbard Global Seed Vault offers the possibility to store and preserve‘spare’ copies of 
these collections in what could well be described as Nature’s Largest Library. 

the ownership of the seeds remains with the 
depositor who has the sole right of access, in 
order to avoid any possible political disputes. 

BOND MOVIE

There is no permanent staff on site. Stored in 
four-ply sealed envelopes, the seeds are then 
placed into plastic tole containers on metal 
shelving racks. Approximately 1,5 million 
distinct seed samples of agriculture crops are 
thought to exist, while the facility has a capaci-
ty to conserve 4,5 million. Running the length 
of the building’s flat roof and down the front 
face of the building’s concrete entry is a work 
of art that marks the location from a great 
distance. Created by Norwegian artist Dyveke 
Sanne, the installation highlights the light in 
the Arctic, and acts like a beacon, in what looks 
like a Bond movie set. 

Primarily built as a back-up and refuge for 
seeds in case of crises, the vault is situated in 
the remote Arctic Svalbard archipelago, about 
1,300 kilometers from the North Pole, in a 
region considered ideal due to its lack of tecto-
nic activity and its permafrost, which aids pre-
servation. Although constructed 120 meters 
deep inside the mountain, the underground 
cavern is still 130 metres above sea-level, which 
guarantees that the site remains dry even if 
the icecaps melt. The storage rooms are kept 
at – 18°C, ensuring low metabolic activity and 
delaying seed aging, locally mined coal provi-
ding power for refrigeration. A feasability  study 
determined that the vault could preserve seeds 
from most major food crops for hundreds of 
years, some possibly thousands. 

BLACK BOX

Managed by the Nordic Genetic Resource Cen-
ter, under terms spelled out in a tripartite 
agreement with the Norvegian government 
and the Global Crop Diversity Trust, the faci-
lity costed +/- 9 million Euros in construction, 
funded entirely by the Government of Norway. 
Operational costs are paid by Norway and the 
Global Crop Diversity Trust, that gets its  pri-
mary funding from various organisations and 
governments worldwide. Storage is free of char-
ge, while a ‘black box method’ garantuees that 

Energy for All! Everyone his Don Quichote!  
Philippe Starck for Pramac: RevolutionAir

RevolutionAir
Philippe Starck/Pramac
France/Italy, 2010
www.starck.com
www.pramac.com
Photo: © Philippe Starck

If there’s anyone in the design world 
who knows how to make wind, it must 
also be Philippe Starck. Shortly after he 
had caused a minor storm by announ-
cing his pending retirement due to his 
frustration over the fact that everything 
he had designed up till then was ‘unnec-
essary’- he returned on stage to say that 
his attention had definitively shifted 
from the umpteenth chair for the elite 
to energy for all. Two windmills were the 
first result. What makes them stand up 
to their modest name – RevolutionAir – 
is that they are destined for the home, 
allowing anyone to produce his own 
energy. That is: when you have the money 
to buy one.  

The merits of Philippe Starck are too many to 
mention. Famous for interiors that include 
the private apartments of former French Pre-
sident François Mitterrand as well as products 
such as the iconic but equally dysfunctional 
Juicy Salif fruit juicer and an extraordinary 
line of chairs that intentionally became lighter 
and cheaper over the years, he might even be 
hailed as the man who almost single handed-
ly put the put word design on the map again 
a few decades ago. He has also always been 
exceptionally good not only in posing as a Don 
Quichote, fighting windmills, but also as one 
of the windmakers that keep these windmills 
turning. His is mostly a good wind, versatile 
and most eloquent, warm, most amusing, un 
vent de Provence, sparkling and gentle. But 
still: it’s a lot of wind. And one of the main 
qualities of wind is that it can easily change 
its direction. 

UNNECESSARY

It therefore seemed only all too logical 
that – shortly after he had caused a minor 
storm by announcing his pending retire-
ment due to his frustration with ‘The Death 
of Design’, and his shame over the fact that 
everything he had designed up till then was 
‘unnecessary’- Starck returned on stage to 
say that he was still continuing after all. 
He also proudly presented some windmills 
that were the first result. Modestly dubbed 
‘RevolutionAir’, but rightly so, these wind  
turbines got their uniqueness from the fact 
that they perfectly fit within the ‘Democra-
tic Ecology’ that has become the driving force 

behind his work. For the two sleek turbines he 
designed are mini, and destined for domestic 
use. 

INVISIBLE

Interviewed on why he postponed his retire-
ment in order to still launch these turbines, the 
master pronounced the following Starckologue: 
“There was a time when we, designers, could 
still afford to create luxurious and unnecessary 
things. But today we have to realize more than 
ever that while we speak, people die because of 
religious or economical wars – because they 
have no access to water, drink bad water etc. 
There’s little to nothing that we can do against 
this, as designers. But on the other hand, we 
cannot go on creating these regular design-
like chairs, as if nothing had changed. We still 
have to do so a little bit, because there are all 
these factories that depend on it, but I feel far 
from comfortable with all these people who act 
so passionate and hysterical about the latest 
chairs. They look kind of ridiculous, and there 
are other priorities. We cannot solve these prio-
rities with design. I cannot save life with design. 
But in order to not be completely useless I can 
offer people some energy, a windmill, affordab-
le, easy to find, easy to use, even not ugly, kind 
of invisible”.

UNIVERSAL

Edited and produced by the Italian company 
Pramac, specialized in power generation equip-
ment, and made in the Tuscan city of Siena, the 
turbines took a lengthy 2 years of research and 
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Temperature regulation is a key problem 
when it comes to save the life of the infants, 
since they are not able to control their cor-
poral heat, and even freeze at room tempe-
rature. Traditional incubators are too expen-
sive and not available in poor and remote 
regions. Developed by American students 
and a non-profit organization, and sold at a 
price of around 150 Euros, the Embrace war-
mer consists of a sleeping bag and a separab-
le WarmPak filled with a wax and water mix-
ture that does not necessarily require access to  
an AC power source, but can even be heated 
with warm water. It gradually releases the  
heat when placed in the BabyWrap or sleeping 
bag, providing an insulating microclimate, 
for up to 6 hours, after which it can simply be 
reheated. 

Coming in Safe  
Embrace

When working on the British Aid Program 
Simon Berry became haunted by the paradox  
that while he could buy a bottle of Coke  
anywhere in Zambia , one in every five 
children under the age of five died because 
of dehydration through diarrhea. Adding 
one thing to the other led to ColaLife, a  
project that is all about finding the crack in 
the system or in this case Coca-Cola’s gigan-
tic distribution  muscle, plus the unused 
space in a cola crate, in order to get medicines  
such as oral rehydration salts to the most  
remote places in developing countries. Its  
AidPod concept consists of a wedge-shaped 
container that fits between the necks of the 
bottles in a crate, and that carries medici-
nes and information on how to use them.  
To make the system sustainable, local enter-
prises that make money out of collecting  
and selling the crates can also make money  
by delivering AidPods. Today, as an indepen- 
dent non-profit organization and registered  
charity, ColaLife  aims at expanding its 
method to other companies with a deep 
penetration in developing countries, in  
order to improve the supply chains for  
health products. 

The Zeer’s inventor, Mohammed Bah Abba, a 
teacher from a family of pot-makers, recurred 
to an age-old but largely forgotten technology, 
close to the ghara, matka and surahi, used to 
cool water in the Indian subcontinent, or the 
botijos that are still relatively widespread in 
Spain. Developed in collaboration the Univer-
sity of Al Fashir, the device consists of a small 
earthenware pot nestled within another clay 
pot, with the space in between filled with a 
mix of sand and water, and a wet cloth on top. 
Evaporation of the liquid draws heat from the 
interior of the smaller pot, which is glazed to 
prevent the outer liquid from entering. 

PLAY

Kept in a Zeer, tomatoes for instance can last 
for twenty-one rather than two or three days 
in normal circumstances. But it has multip-
le other positive impacts, beyond the simple  
ability to keep food fresh for longer periods and 
decreasing instances of food-related disease. As 
there is no rush to sell food to avoid spoilage, 
farmers are able to sell the produce on demand 
and can command higher prices, increasing 
their profits, and slowing their move into cities. 
Or women can sell food directly from their 
homes, decreasing their dependence on their 
husbands as sole providers. The way in which 
Bah Abba commercialized his patent is equally 
remarkable. He gave away the first 5,000 pots 
for free, and created a play to publicize the pots 
for largely illiterate villages. The Zeer must be 
placed in a dry, ventilated space for the water 
to evaporate effectively, and performs poorly in 
climates with high ambient humidity. Produ-
ced with low cost techniques, by local potters, it 
costs +/- 150 naira (less than 1 euro) to make, 
and is sold for 180-200 naira. Bah Abba sells 
about 30,000 per year. 

Without Electricity Needed  
Mohammed Bah Abba: Pot-in-Pot Cooler

ColaLife
Simon Berry/British Aid Program
Zambia/Great Britain, 2009-ongoing
www.colalife.org
Photo: © Tielman Nieuwoudt/Dar es Salaam distribution, Tim Dench/crate

Zeer/ThePot-in-Pot cooler
Mohammed Bah Abba/University of Al Fashir
Nigeria/Sudan/Ao, 1995-ongoing
Photo: © Rolex Awards/Tomas Bertelsen

BabyWrap
Embrace
India/USA
http://embraceglobal.org
photo: © Embrace

If you cannot beat them, etc. ColaLife  
fully exploits what is probably the  
best distribution system in the world, 
together with the empty space in a  
cola crate, to get life-saving medicines to  
destinations they would other-wise 
never reach.

In rural Nigeria, many farmers lack 
transportation, water, and electricity.  
One of their biggest problems is the  
inability to preserve their crops. The  
Zeer or Pot-in-Pot cooler allows storing 
perishables such as food or drugs, by 
using evaporative cooling only, without 
electricity needed, and multiple positive 
impacts, way beyond the simple ability 
to keep food fresh. 

Scarcity often gives birth to great innovations. One fifth of the over 20 million 
low-weight and premature babies born every year die within their first month, 
primarily in developing countries. Those that do survive often develop life-long 
health problems. The Embrace warmer prevents this. It is portable, safe, easy in 
use, and sold at 1 % of the price of a traditional incubator.

The seasonally growth of the hyacinth water 
plants in Kenya is such that they cut the local 
fishermen off from open waters, and prevent 
light to penetrate their surfaces, so that even 
fish suffer food shortages. The students from 
Chalmers University of Technology exploited the 
weed’s impressive absorbency, and the fact that 
it is a natural fiber that can be used in textile- 
and papermaking, by using it as a basic material 
for a pad. After developing a prototype that was 
also tested with local schoolgirls, the team is 
currently collaborating with Village Volunteers, 
in order to finance a pilot project in Kenya.

One Stone, Two Birds 
Karin Lidman ao: JaniPad

JaniPad
Karin Lidman, Sophie Thornander, Lars Marcus 
Vedeler, Kristin Tobiassen and Marc Hoogendijk 
Chalmers University of Technology
Kenya/Sweden, 2009-ongoing
www.janipad.com
Photo: © JaniPad

Roughly 900,000 girls in Kenya miss four days of school every month due to a lack 
of sanitary pads and underwear. Swedish students developed a solution for that 
problem while also addressing another one, the abundant growth of the hyacinth 
water plants that seasonally blanket the shorelines of Kenyan rivers and lakes, 
causing enormous environmental and economic havoc. The JaniPad transforms 
the plants into sanitary pads, easy-to-make, inexpensive, and biodegradable. 

All About Cracks and Crates  
Simon Berry: ColaLife
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Cleaning Water With Sunshine  
Stephan Augustin: The Watercone®

The Watercone
Stephan Augustine
Germany, 2002-ongoing
www.watercones.com
Photo: © 2011 Watercones.com

Invented by the German industrial designer Stephan Augustin, and taking its 
shape after a typical African Tajin, the Watercone is a device that can be used to 
purify salt seawater or brackish water by way of sunshine and solar distillation: 
mobile, lightweight, easy-to-use and portable.  

down to the circular trough at the cone‘s base. 
Once the cap unscrewed, the clean water can 
be drained into a container for drinking. 

PERIPHERAL

The Watercone is sold in retail for about 60!. 
With the average price of a bottle of water being 
0.40 Eurocent it can pay for itself in about  
5 months. With up to 1,5 liters in 24 hours 
it can cover a child’s daily need of freshwater. 
Large families, hamlets, villages could all expe-
rience dramatically improved quality of life 
starting from as little as a dozen Watercones set 
up close by the sea, says MageWater Manage-
ment, which commercializes the product, the 
only limitation being that it only functions 
properly outdoors and in warm and sunny 
conditions. The company doesn’t really have 
a problem with the small produce and size of 
each cone, on the contrary: „Many peripheral, 
de-centralized small units will ensure a better 
supply of freshwater than one central big gene-
rator. If the big one fails, there is no water gene-
ration for anyone. If a small one fails, the other 
ones still keep on working.“ 

There are at least some 50 developing countries 
worldwide that can boast a warm climate and a 
significant amount of coastline. Large parts of 
their population, hundreds of millions, live in 
nearest proximity to water. But unfortunately 
they cannot drink it or use it for agriculture, 
because it is salt. The Watercone is as simple  
as it comes, and one needs no training to 
understand how it works. The device consists 
of a clear plastic cone that is 100% recyclable, 
supported by a black basin in recycled polycar-
bonate. When salt- or brackish water is poured 
in the basin, solar radiation starts to heat the 
air and water inside, whereas the cone creates 
an airtight seal – its top equipped with a cap 
similar to that of a pop bottle, insuring that the 
water is not lost to the atmosphere. The evap-
orated water condenses with a 40% effective-
ness degree on the side of the cone and trickles 

Best Invention Gone Wrong 
Vestergaard Frandsen: LifeStraw

LifeStraw
Vestergaard Frandsen
Switzerland, 2005-ongoing
www.vestergaard-frandsen.com/lifestraw
Photo: © Vestergaard Frandsen

What looks perfect in a boardroom might not always the best solution in real – 
especially when the life of a large part of the world population is at stake. One of 
the most well-known examples of such an Invention Gone Wrong is to many experts 
in the field the LifeStraw, a much-awarded filter developed by Swiss based corpo-
ration Vestergaard Frandsen, with the aim of battling one of the world’s most acute  
problems: the need for clean drinking water.  

is activated by a special chemical process that 
makes it even more porous and more able to 
absorb impurities. 

IMPURITIES

Vestergaard Frandsen says a LifeStraw Personal 
unit should be able to purify about 1000 liters 
of water – enough to keep a person hydrated 
for a year, before it needs to be replaced. There 
are no replacement parts; users must buy a 
new unit each year. While the initial model of 
the filter did not remove the iodine-resistant 
Giardia Lamblia, that colonizes and reprodu-
ces in the small intestine, the improved model 
removes 99.9999% of waterborne bacteria and 
99.9% of parasites including giardia – says  
Vestergaard Frandsen.

BACTERIA

As the name suggests, the LifeStraw Family is a 
larger unit designed for family use, and capa-
ble to clean enough water for several people  
at once. It consists of a blue bucket with  
a pre-filter insert, a long plastic tube and a  
filter cartridge with a tap attached to draw 
out the water. No electricity or battery power  
is required. Gravity guides water through a 
series of filters. The user pours water into the 
pre-filter and bucket at the top of the unit. 
The water then moves down the tube to run 
through a chlorine-saturated purification  
filter riddled with tiny pores that acts as 
a sieve for bacteria. The user can pour the 
newly purified water from the tap, and can 
clean the filter by closing the tap, pressing a 
squeeze bulb to release the collected residue 
and wiping the pre-filter bucket with a rag. 
LifeStraw Family can filter about 9.5 liters of 
water per hour, and a maximum of 18,000 
liters, enough to provide safe drinking water 

More than a billion people don’t have reliable  
access to clean drinking water. As a result, 
about 1.5 million children die of diarrhea 
each year. Boiling kills most germs in water, 
but requires fuel and doesn’t remove dirt. In 
recent years, sand and ceramic filters have 
become more common, but these tend to be 
more expensive and usually don’t catch all the 
microbes. While digging new wells and putting 
in water treatment plants are viable solutions, 
some experts say that personal filtration sys-
tems will work even better. A new generation of 
cheap and effective personal water purifiers  - 
including Pureit by Unilever and Swach by an 
Indian company, Tata - can remove nearly all 
water-borne pathogens without electricity. But 
the best known in its kind be it only because of 
its shocking and equally controversial publicity 
campaign, is LifeStraw, produced by Vestergaard 
Frandsen, for the poorest of the poor.

PARASITES
 
Originally a company that produced material 
for work clothes, Vestergaard Frandsen star-
ted a line of relief products like blankets and 
tents in 1992, and had phased out its line of 
conventional textiles five years later to concen-
trate exclusively on relief aid products, such as 
the mosquito-nets for which it is best known. 
Torben Vestergaard Frandsen, the firm‘s deve-
lopment director, developed LifeStraw while he 
was searching for a way to stop Guinea worm 
disease, a drug-resistant and relatively little 
known illness caused by a waterborne parasite 
found in Africa. Today, thanks to the solution  
he developed and that led to the LifeStraw,  
Guinea worm disease is on the brink of being 
the first parasitic disease to be declared eradi-
cated by the World Health Organization WHO.

CHUNKY

Designed to be used by people living in deve-
loping nations and in humanitarian crisis the 
filter comes in two complementary models: 
LifeStraw Personal hit the market in 2005, 
LifeStraw Family followed in 2008. Both eli-
minate sediment and have filters that kill 99.9 
percent of the bacteria and viruses present in 
the water. The LifeStraw Personal - a 31 centi-
meters long tube, 3 centimeter in diameter- 
essentially works like a chunky drinking straw. 
It has a string attached so users can wear it 
around their necks, and the outer shell is made 
of a durable plastic. To use it, one has to stick 
the LifeStraw directly into the water source and 
to drink as from a conventional straw. It takes 
about eight minutes to drink a liter of water. 
Once finished, the user simply has to blow air 
out to clear the filter. 

VIRUSES

During the drinking process, water first passes 
through a mesh filter - pierced with holes of 
about 100 microns in diameter - that removes 
the larger sediment and dirt. A polyester filter 
with a much smaller mesh of about 15 microns 
- about a tenth of the diameter of a human hair 
- catches bacteria, while the next step sends the 
water through resin beads coated with Iodine, 
a halogen or reactive nonmetal that kills para-
sites, viruses and bacteria. The beads lie in a 
specially designed chamber that maximizes 
the exposure of pathogens to the iodine. The 
water then passes through an empty chamber 
and is pulled through an active carbon filter 
to remove any taste left from the iodine and 
block any remaining pathogens. Carbon is the 
porous result of burned organic material and 

for a family of five for up to three years, before 
the apparatus wears out.

TEMPORARY FIX

While positioning itself as a leader and major 
weapon in the struggle against thirst and 
waterborne illnesses - inexpensive and easy to 
use - LifeStraw has been much awarded. Forbes 
magazine even named it ‘one of the 10 things 
that will change the way we live’, and Time 
honored it as „the best invention of 2005.’ But 

while even experts hail LifeStraw and other 
personal water filters as the answer to the deve-
loping world‘s water woes, others say they are 
no more than just a temporary fix, that doesn’t 
address important problems linked with acces-
sing the water. For what is the use of a water 
filter when there is no water? 

USELESS

Paul Hetherington, spokesperson for the  
British charity WaterAid, for instance, says the 
real problem is the distance that some peo-
ple in remote areas have to travel to a water 

source, which can easily mount to a 20 kilo-
meters round-trip. He also criticizes LifeStraw 
for being too expensive for its target market, 
and believes that education on good hygiene 
and the establishment of reliable sources of 
clean water in cities and villages is a more via-
ble solution Kevin Starr, director of the Mulago 
Foundation, is even more radical and describes 
the LifeStraw as a typical example of an ‘Inven-
tion Gone Wrong’, ‘too damn expensive for 
the people who need it’, and ‘mostly useless’, 
since it has to be replaced regularly, and there 
is even little evidence that LifeStraw Family fil-
ters reduce diarrheal disease: “You’d be asking 
a smallholder farmer to spend a quarter of her 
annual income on a water filter. That’s not 
going to happen, nor will governments pass out 
a device this expensive”.

CHARADE 

Although LifeStraw is available for retail sale 
in the developing world, the majority of the 
devices are distributed by NGO’S and huma-
nitarian and disaster relief organizations that 
give them away for free as part of public health 
campaigns in chronically poor countries like 
Mozambique and Myanmar or in response to 
emergencies, such as the 2010 Haiti earthqua-
ke, or 2010 Pakistan and 2011 Thailand floods. 
The aid-groups can purchase LifeStraw Personal 
units for around $3 each, while LifeStraw Fami-
ly costs $25. Nearly a million of the family-size 
LifeStraw have been donated in Kenya alone 
last year. In exchange, the company received 
carbon credits for reduced emissions from 
wood-burning fires, which it said to be widely 
used to boil water- a point that is vehemently 
questioned by Starr, who dismisses the whole 
deal as ‘a charade’.

All you need is love (and clay, a cow, and a match)  
Tony Flynn: Clay Water Filter

Clay Water Filter
Tony Flynn
Australia
Tony.Flynn@.anu.edu.au
Photo: © Tony Flynn

Obtaining drinking water is a daily struggle for about one-sixth of the world‘s 
population. Solutions on offer may be cheap, but they have to be available, and 
when you have nothing anything cheap can still be incredibly expensive. The  
Australian scientist Tony Flynn came up with a filter you don’t have to buy, but 
that anyone can make, anywhere, anytime, simple and without any tools or costs, 
just from a handful of clay, coffee grounds, tea or rice and some cow manure. 

Form follows Failure. Legend has it that the 
Post-It, one of the most iconic objects ever, 
came to birth as the failed result from Spen-
cer Silver’s search after a glue that was super 
strong. Tony Flynn’s Clay Water Filter is similar 
in that it exploits the handicap that would nor-
mally turn it into a useless object in such a way 
that it came to offer a solution for one of the 
world’s biggest problems: the need for clean, 
safe, and cheap –read: free- drinking water. 

According to a 2006 United Nations Human 
Development Report, more than a billion peop-
le don‘t have ready access to clean water. About 
half of the world‘s poor suffer from diseases 
caused by the water they drink and use for coo-
king, and approximately 6,000 people die each 
day from illnesses that access to clean water 
could have prevented. 

A COMPLIANT COW

The Clay Water Filter combines cutting edge 
science with material that is extremely down 
to earth and almost anywhere to be found. 
Other commercial ceramic filters do exist, but, 
even if available, and with prices starting at 4 ! 
each, they are often outside the budgets of most 
people in the developing world. Flynn’s Clay 
Water Filter doesn’t even have to be bought or 
sold. Unlike most other water filtering devices 
it can be manufactured by anyone, anywhere, 
anytime, in a very simple manner and virtually 
without any tools or costs. “They don’t require  

any technology,” says Flynn, a materials  
scientist, and a former ceramics lecturer in  
the School of Art of the Australian National 
University ANU: “All you need is terracotta 
clay, a compliant cow and a match.” 

RECIPE

Here’s the recipe: take a handful of dry, crushed 
clay, mix it with a handful of organic material, 
such as used tea leaves, coffee grounds or rice 
hull, add enough water to make a stiff biscuit-
like mixture and form one or more cylindrical 
pots that have one end closed. Then dry these 
pots in the sun. According to Flynn, used coffee 
grounds have given the best results.

KILN

Next, surround the pots with straw, put them 
in a mound of cow manure, light the straw 
and top up the burning manure. In less than 
an hour the filters are finished. The cow dung, 
which has the advantage of being freely availa-
ble across the developing world, is vital to the 
manufacturing because it is very high in orga-
nic material that burns readily and quickly. Its 
fuel can reach a temperature of 700C° in half 
an hour and will be up to 950C° after another 
20 to 30 minutes. Since it is best used exactly 
as found in the field, there is even no need to 
break it up or process it any further. And there’s 
also no need for an oven or kiln. “A potter’s 
kiln is expensive and can take up to four or 

five hours to get up to 800C°, “ says Flynn, “It 
needs expensive or scarce fuel, such as gas or 
wood to heat it and experience to run it. None 
of these restrictions apply to this system.”

PATHOGENS

Just as using manure as a fuel for domestic 
uses is not a new idea, the porosity of clay is 
something that potters have known about 
years. What makes Flynn’s approach different 
though, is that rather than viewing the porous 
nature of the material as a problem — after all 
not many people want a pot that won’t hold 
water — his Clay Water Filter capitalizes on this 
property, using the pot as a filter, and turning 
its handicap into a trump. The process is simp-
le, but most effective. The basic principle is that 
there are passages through the filter that are 
wide enough for water droplets to pass through, 
but too narrow for pathogens. Tests with the 
deadly E-coli bacterium have seen the filters 
remove 96.4 to 99.8 per cent of the pathogen — 
well within safe levels. 

COFFEE

Using only one filter it takes two hours to have a 
liter of clean water. The use of organic material 
such as coffee or rice, which burns away leaving 
cavities after firing, helps produce the structure 
in which pathogens are trapped. It overcomes 
the potential problems of finer clays that may 
not let water through. And, most important, 
like clay and cow dung, these materials are 
universally available, especially in regions that 
need the filter most. 

Already widely spread in Asia, where 
an estimated 1.3 million are in use, the 
poor mans Moneymaker or Treadle- 
pump is finally also gaining ground 
in Africa. Originally designed by the  
Norwegian engineer Gunnar Barnes, 
and first developed in Bangladesh in 
the late 1970’s, it can be made from 
inexpensive and locally available mate-
rials and by local workshops, at a cost 
that represents only a fraction of the  
conventional dam and canal systems.   

and can pump around 100 liters per min from  
4 meters. 

IRRIGATE

Many variations exist, according to the mate-
rials available, metal, concrete, bamboo, and 
plastic, or a mix of all these. Its success came 
when in the 1980s International Development 
Enterprise (IDE) initiated a campaign to mar-
ket the pumps to smallholder farmers in Bang-
ladesh. Over the course of 12 years, 1.5 million 
treadle pumps were purchased, increasing the 
farmers’ income by an estimate 120 million 
Euros annually. The cost of the treadle pump 

The treadlepump is a human and foot-powe-
red irrigation device that can be installed on 
top of a well. Pumping is activated by stepping 
up and down in a natural walking motion on 
two treadles that drive two metal cylinders 
with pistons that create suction and draws 
groundwater to the surface. The treadle- 
pump frees farmers from dependence on 
rain-fed irrigation and provides capacity to 
raise crops in two growing seasons per year. 
It can draw irrigation water from 1-7 m deep, 

scheme was 1 million Euros, whereas conven-
tional dam and canal systems would have cost 
1,2 billion to irrigate a similar area. This also 
stimulated other organizations to begin their 
own treadle pump initiatives in other coun-
tries, and triggered a groundswell of interest in 
the design of small-scale water technologies for 
poor farmers in general. 

MONEYMAKER

Currently, over 2 million treadle pumps have 
been installed worldwide. Up to 1.3 million are 
in use in Asia, and only some 35,000 in Eastern 
Africa, where it is installed by organizations 
such as Kickstart, who brand the treadle pump 
under the name MoneyMaker. They are being 
produced in 300 local workshops worldwide 
and used by more than one million poor rural 
families that otherwise could not have afforded 
an irrigation pump. Pump prices, including  
installation, range between 20 and 100 Euro 
based on the type of pump and country of 
purchase.

The Two-Step Moneymaker  
Gunnar Barnes: Treadlepump

Treadlepump
Gunnar Barnes/ International Development Enterprises
Bangladesh, 1970-ongoing
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1+1=3  
Gülnur Özdaglar: Tertium Non Data

After graduating as an architect at the Midd-
le East Technical University in her country of 
birth, Turkey, in 1986 Gülnur Özdaglar has 
been active in a wide variety of fields, from 
graphic design and photography to digital art. 
Since 2008 she has been reshaping PET bottles, 
using simple tools like a candle, scissors and a 
soldering iron, to melt, cut, pierce, and polish 
the discarded bottles into a bewildering range 
of delicate and diaphanous but functional 
accessories such as bowls and jewelry, a trans-
formation that renders the plastic a luster that 
comes close to thin glass or crystal. Her coll-
ection is called Tertium Non Data, Latin for 
“the third is not given”, an alchemic term that 
according to Özdaglar epitomizes how two  
disparate elements can be combined in order 
to create a new, third element with a new life 
of its own, adding 1 + 1 into 3, in a metamor-
phosing process in which the loss in functio-
nality which the original object and material 
suffer during the transformation process, in 
compensated with labor and artistic value. 
For plain recycling just isn’t good enough, says 
Özdaglar, the alchemy resides in upcycling. 

Tertium Non Data
Gülnur Özdaglar
Turkey, 2008
www.gulnurozdaglar.com
Photo: © Gülnür Özdaglar

One should not recycle but upcycle, says 
Gülnur Özdaglar, in order to compen-
sate for the other qualities the original 
object and material lose in the process. 
In an alchemist manner, using the sim-
plest of tools, she reshapes discarded 
Pet-bottles, until they become unreco-
gnizable – and extremely valuable. 

Bottle Becomes Brick  
Miniwiz: Polli-Bricks & EcoARK

Modestly described as “the world’s lightest, 
movable, breathable environmental miracle,” 
by Douglas Hsu, Chairman of the building’s 
financer, the Far Eastern Group, the EcoArk 
was 130 m long, 40 m wide, and nine floors 
high. The bottles that served as its basic buil-
ding elements were first reconverted into 
Polli-Bricks by Miniwiz Sustainable Energy 
Development, a company mainly specialized in 
renewable green portable technology and sus-
tainable and rechargeable systems for hand-
held digital devices. The Polli-Bricks basically 
still keep the form of an empty bottle, but are 
ribbed on the side in a honeycomb shape, so 
that they can easily interlock. Just a small 
amount of silicone has to be placed between 
the bricks to tighten the bond. What makes 
them extremely polyvalent is the fact that in 
the process of reshaping they keep the bottle’s 
characteristic of being an empty vessel that 
can be filled with different materials, in order 
to generate different effects – such as thermal 
or sound isolation. Embedded solar power 
captured during the day ran EcoARK’s LED 
lighting systems at night. Also known as the 
Pavilion of New Fashion, the building, which 
was the result of three years of research and 
construction, weighed 50 percent less than a 
conventional building. It was engineered to 
withstand large earthquakes, typhoons and 
fire, and to be taken apart and reassembled at 
other locations. 

Polli-Bricks
Miniwiz
Taiwan, 2010
www.miniwiz.com
Photo: © MiniWiz

PET-bottles are an enormous polluter: 
plastic bottles take 700 years to begin  
composting, while 80% never gets 
recyled. Taiwan is a country in the 
lead, recycling a yearly total of 90,000 
tons, the equivalent of 4.5 billion 600 
ml bottles. Hailed as a new benchmark 
for the future of green buildings, the 
EcoARK – a  temporary showpiece for 
Taipei 2010 International Floral Exposi-
tion, was largely constructed from 1,5 
million repurposed PET-bottles.  

Turning Wine Into Textile  
Donna Franklin & Gary Cass: Micro‘be’

As part of a much larger project, that aims to 
challenge pre-existing relationships between 
body, garment, environment, and the ethics 
of the textile production, this skintight dress 
has been developed by Donna Franklin and 
Gary Cass, and resulted from the culturing 

Micro‘be’   
Donna Franklin & Gary Cass
Australia, 2007-ongoing
http://www.bioalloy.org/projects/micro-be.html
Photo: © Ray Scott

Eat your heart out Jesus. Or: ‘Canaan, 
the sequel’. While He hocus-pocused 
water into wine, Donna Franklin and 
Gary Cass grow textile out of wine. The 
project may not directly dress the poor, 
and yet brushes against the Social, for its 
sealing quality makes the material very 
apt for bandage and bondage.  

of Acetobacter bacteria in vats of red wine, a 
production method that was set up in their 
search for an alternative for the ‘lifeless wea-
ving machines’ that rule the present industry. 
The bacteria ferment the alcohol into a raft 
of microbial fibrils that float just above the 
surface. Once extracted, the resulting mate-
rial, which comprises microfibers of cellulo-
se, feels like sludge when wet but dries to the 
consistency of cotton, and the sheets can be 
fitted seamlessly on a person’s body to create 
a second skin – without any further stitching. 
Not only wine yet any alcoholic beverage will 
serve the purpose, while the fabric takes on 
the color of its feedstock: red for red wine, 
translucent for white wine or beer. Just one 
catch though: Acatobacter produces vinegar 
as its end product, which provides the gar-
ment with a smell that is a challenge of its 
own. Part of Cass’ research is also to see how 
the Micro’be’’s production method could 
have potential for other disciplines, such as 
medicine, engineering, dentistry, and even 
architecture. Because of the nano-porosity 
of the 100% biodegradable material, and its 

Floating Factories  
Studio Swine & Kieren Jones: The Sea Chair 001: Porthowan

The Sea Chair 001: Prthowan   
Studio Swine
Great Britain, 2012
www.studioswine.com 
Photo: © Studio Swine

The world’s oceans contain an alarming 100 million tons of plastic - a figure that 
might double in the next ten years. The plastic waste takes thousands of years  
to degrade, and acts as a sponge for anything toxic, poisoning the food chain  
with quadrillions of small nurdles and other micro-plastics that pose as tasty sea-
creatures. London based design studio Studio Swine did not just reconvert these 
nurdles into a Sea Chair, but also designed a ship, furnace and other tools that 
could in the long run allow a local fishing industry in decline to produce from  
plastic debris on floating factories.  

As consumption grows, the density of plas-
tic in oceans continues to increase rapidly. 
The number of pieces in the Pacific Ocean 
alone has tripled in the last ten years. Even 
its slow breakdown has harmful consequen-
ces to the marine environment. For plastic 
doesn’t vanish after it has become invisible 
to the naked eye. It remains in the environ-
ment, irretrievable. Plastic fragments also 
act as sponges for harmful chemicals. They 
become little toxic pills. Resembling small sea 
creatures they enter the food chain, leaching 
chemicals. 

Studio Swine was founded by Azusa Murakami 
and Alexander Groves in 2010, and operates 
in the fields of art, design & fashion. The Sea 
Chair 001: Porthtowan resulted from collabo-
ration with the ‘professional amateur’ Kie-
ren Jones. The last part of its tag refers to the 
beach where the plastic was recovered, Porthto-
wan being the beach in the UK that is the most 

polluted by micro plastics. The most prevalent 
of these plastics are industrial plastic pellets, 
also known as nurdles. They are around 4mm 
in diameter, and escape waste systems because 
of their small size. Being buoyant they will 
float on the sea surface over a thousand years 
before they biodegrade, all the while resemb-
ling tasty fish eggs. More than 250 quadrillion 
nurdles will be made this year alone. 

VESSEL

Studio Swine and Jones had not just set them-
selves the aim to collect and process marine 
debris – and especially these nurdles – into 
a series of stools, but also to create simple 
molds, tools and devices that would enable 
others – and especially the local fishermen - 
to set up a similar production. All their tools 
originate from refurbished agricultural machi-
nery, and are sourced from salvage yards, re-
envisaged and adapted for the purpose of 
harvesting plastic. They created a Nurdler, 
consisting of a hand powered water pump and 
a sluice that sorts the micro plastic from the 
rest of the debris. They built a Sea Press that 
would allow them to make briquettes from the 
seaweed and wood they were left with after 
sorting the marine debris, and to burn these as 
a bio-fuel for melting the plastic. Finally they 
designed a small fishing vessel for the produc-
tion of chairs and briquettes at sea. ”Britain’s 
fishing community is in decline with deple-
ting fish stocks and industrial trawling miles 
offshore,“ writes Studio Swine, ”With the E.U 
unveiling plans to pay fisherman for plastic by-
catch, (…) we have designed a floating factory 
ship that can recycle this marine waste into 
sea chairs that will help regenerate Britain’s 
once strong fishing community”. 

 

sealing quality, the team is for instance cur-
rently experimenting with turning the fer-
mented fashion into medical bandaging, and 
a cooling remedy against burns, while another 
program is researching the way it could serve 
the creation of an artificial liver - which brings 
us back to where it all started: wine and its 
consequences.  

Sweet Fuel  
MIT D-Lab: 

Sugarcane Charcoal

Most Haitian families have traditionally 
relie on wood and wood-derived charco-
al as their primary fuel source for indoor 
cooking, but since wood is in low supply, 
a large part of the population uses possib-
lytoxic, often ineffective briquettes made 
from waste paper to cook. Many – also 
children – die of respiratory infections and  
ailments from breathing indoor cooking 
fumes. 

Amy Smith and D-Lab, a hands-on and inst-
ructional program at the Massachusetts Ins-
titute of Technology (MIT), USA, dedicated to 
using engineering and technology to improve 
lives in the developing world, developed Sug-
arcane charcoal as a green alternative. Dried 
bagasse, the waste product fibers left after 
the juice has been squeezed from sugar cane, 
is burned in a simple kiln, carbonized, mixed 
with a cassava root binder, and compacted 
with a press to produce briquettes. Not only 
do these briquettes make use of an abundant 
local resource, they burn cleaner than dried 
cow dung and wood and allow residents to 
start a charcoal business for less than $50. 
Other agricultural waste materials, such as 
corn cobs, are currently being explored. 

Sugarcane charcoal   
MIT D-Lab
Haiti, 2004-ongoing
http://d-lab.mit.edu/
Photo: Renee Comet

Burning wood and dung, the main fuel 
sources for many, has strongly contribu-
ted to deforestation and environmental 
degradation in the developing world. 
In Haiti, where 90% of the countryside 
has already been deforested, Amy Smith 
and MIT-based D-Lab are developing 
sugarcane charcoal briquettes as a clean 
alternative, not only for wood charcoal, 
but also for often the life-threatening 
briquettes that have to replace them.  

Ilia’s Magic Lamp  
My Shelter Foundation: A Liter of Light

Already outside Metro Manilla three milli-
on households survive powerless in informal 
settlements. Developed with students from 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology MIT, 
USA, Isang Litrong Luwanag or A Liter of Light 
was designed in function of the shacks they 
live in. It simply consists of a small galvanized 
iron sheet plus a rubber sealant that hold the 
neck of a waste plastic bottle, piercing the 
sheet and the roof through a hole. Once in-
stalled, the bottle transforms into a light when 
filled with (filtered) water and a few teaspoons 
of bleach, that acts as an anti-bacterial agent. 
It catches the light of the sun through the 
hole, while the part of the bottle in the house 
enforces, refracts and diffuses the light 360°. 

Millions in and around Manilla survive in shacks that have no electricity or win-
dows. Many even live in darkness during daytime, or source the electricity illegally. 
Isang Litrong Luwanag or A Liter of Light is a light bulb that only works in daytime, 
since it doesn’t have a light source of its own. It just functions as an amplifier and 
diffuser for daylight that is brought into the house through a small hole that holds a 
simple Pet-bottle, filled with filtered water and a few teaspoons of bleach. The effect 
is amazing, one bottle providing the equivalent of a 55 Watt bulb. 

A Liter of Light/Isang Litrong Luwanag 
Ilia Diaz/MY Shelter Foundation/MIT/EcoARK
Philippines/Manilla
http://isanglitrongliwanag.org/
Photo: © A Liter of Light

Inspired by cultures that have the tradition 
of using glass bottles for the same purpose, 
and in particular by Alfredo Moser from Bra-
zil, who pioneered experiments with plastic 
ones, the device also offers the residents a safe 
alternative to sourcing electricity elsewhere, 
faulty connections causing a great number of 
fire-related incidents. A bottle costs less than a 

Sea Pres by Sudio Swine, furnace and hydraulic press 
to produce chairs and briquettes.

Euro to make, and may last 5 years. Since the 
Solar Bottle was introduced in the Philippines 
by Ilia Diaz and his My Shelter Foundation - a 
social enterprise that focuses on sustainability 
- its success is such that Diaz has set himself 
the aim of bringing the eco-friendly bottle to 
some 4 million homes in disprivileged com-
munities worldwide by the end of 2013. 
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Playing Safe  
Elham Seyed Javad & ResportOn: Sports Headscarf

After young Muslim athletes had been expelled 
in 2007 from a taekwondo tournament with 
the argument that their hijab or headscarf 
could not be worn under a helmet for safety 
reasons, Iran-born but Canada-based desi-
gner Elham Seyed Javad, designed a hood for 
Muslim women who want to keep their hair 
covered while playing sport, keeping the hair 
in place and maximizing performance. Tight 

Sports headscarf  
Elham Seyed Javad & ResportOn
Canada, 2007-ongoing
http://resporton.com 
Photo: © ResportOn

With safety reasons being the eternal excuse for sport federations to ban the head-
scarves or hijabs, the designer Elham Seyed Javad came up with what was probably 
the best response: a safe headscarf. Partly as a result, even the world’s most impor-
tant governing bodies, such as the FIFA-Football Association, are now reconsidering 
their politics. 

fitting, attached to a T-shirt with a high collar, 
made of stretchy, fast-drying fabric, and kee-
ping the hair away from the neck in an inter-
nal pouch - the result was a design that is also 
perfectly suited for anyone practicing sports 
with long hair, irrespective of their religious 
convictions. The hi-tech material, featuring 
micro-pores, dries extremely quickly, up to 14 
times faster than cotton. 

SOCCER

In 2009, young Muslim athletes participated 
in a Quebec taekwondo competition, winning 
medals. Variants are now also being develo-
ped for other sports. In June for instance the 

national women’s football team of Iran had 
still been banned from Olympics because of 
playing in tracksuit and headscarf, but one 
month later the FIFA agreed to overturn the 
ban on the wearing of hijabs it had instituted 
in 2007, prohibiting equipment that made a 
religious statement or posed a danger to play-
ers. Elham Seyed Javad and her company Res-
portOn are working on a proposal for a soccer 
headscarf. 

A Moving Target Policy  
Catarina Midby & H&M: Conscious Collection

‘We’re a big player, we can have a big impact’, 
says Hennes & Mauritz ’s trend coordinator  
and spokesperson Catarina Midby, when 
explaning the importance of the recently 
launched collection. “As a chain we have the 
capacity to buy organic cotton and recycled 
polyester in very large quantities.” Also, since 
to most people eco-friendly clothing is far 
from fashionable, and too expensive to boot, 

Conscious Collection
Catarina Midby & H&M
Sweden, 2010
www.hm.com
Photo: © H&M

Same aim, but two totally different 
approaches. By introducing some minor 
novelties and social and ecological 
improvements gradually and even reluc-
tantly, and by causing a minimal shift 
in its mass-production, big players can 
have an impact that goes far beyond the 
radical changes advocated by smaller 
ones. H&M’s recently launched Con-
scious Collection is a good example, and 
is only meant to be the first step in a 
whole new politics.

Midby (Born 1962, Sweden) and the H&M 
Conscious Collection want to show how good 
design can turn eco-garments into desirable 
fashion, both up to date and affordable. 

GREENER

The dresses and other items are made of orga-
nic cotton, Tencel and recycled polyester (from 
post consumer plastic) – which does not mean 
that they are 100% eco-friendly, adds H&M, 
already criticized in the past after non organic  
cotton was said to be found in its Organic  
Cotton Collections ,  and therefore more  
prudent when simply labeling its Conscious 
Collection as ‘greener’. “We say ‘greener’ and 
not just green because there are no materials 
that are a 100% sustainable, “ says Midby, 
“There is always some impact producing  
materials and garments”. 

ETHICAL FASHION

With sustainability having become one of 
the biggest trends in the fashion industry and 
also the current buzz at H&M, this Conscious 
Collection is also to be seen as just a first step, 
adds Midby, towards a more sustainable pro-
duction for instance: “Today, it’s about finding 
the right fashion qualities with more sustaina-
ble fibres at the right price and quantity. But 
in the future, a green collection may be about 
garments produced in CO2-neutral factories, 
or made from waste materials. The criteria 
for our Conscious Collections are a moving 
target”. While H&M is already known to 
handle strict rules regarding the supply chain 
working conditions, this sustainable collec-
tion could therefore also lead towards a more 
ethical fashion. Already H&M started wor-
king with Unicef to help children in some of 
the countries where they manufacture, such 
as India and China, while also watching its 
‘water footprint’. And much more is to follow, 
says Midby: ‘We are always looking for ways 
to improve and update our Code of Conduct  
or Chemical restrictions list – or our Code of 
Ethics”. 

A Central Periphery  
Gudrun & Gudrun

Despite its origin or just because of it this 
small company and the duo that runs it made 
a name for themselves on the fashion scene 
with designs that advocate a Slow Movement, 
and take their inspiration from the islands 
and their traditions, native motifs and mate-
rials, reviving the age old craft of knitting. 
G&G’s garments and accessories are totally 
handmade, mostly by native women who knit 
from home, from 100% un-dyed Faroese wool, 
lambskins or fish leather derived from waste 
materials. 

Gudrun & Gudrun
Gudrun Rogvadottir
Faroe Islands, 2000-ongoing
www.gudrungudrun.com 
Photo: © Gudrun & Gudrun

Same aim, but two totally different approaches. Hennes & Mauritz –or H&M- is a 
global player, whereas Gudrun & Gudrun have deliberately opted for working in 
splendid isolation, far away from Design Capitals, small and local. Based on the Faroe 
Islands, the latter are living proof that when it comes to quality there is no such 
thing as center and periphery, even in an old-fashioned industry like fashion – 
and that the identity and collective memory of a far-away region can even be the 
quintessential element of a design’s importance - and success. 

Left page: Football headscarf by Elham Seyed Javad 
for ResportOn.



INDIA

CUBA

GREAT BRITAIN

MEXICORUSSIA
MAP 1NEW VISTAS16 MAP 1 TREASURE FROM TRASH 17

Pavel Puhov: Eyeglasses  

Moscow street art by Pavel Puhov, aka P183. 
Created with the help of a lonesome street 
light and that most typical of local materials: 
snow. 

Glasses  
Pavel Puhov
Russia, 2012
www.183art.ru
Photo: © 1183art

DIY-Eyeglases  
Joshua Silver: Adspecs

The novelty of Silver’s technique combines the 
operation of a double-glassed-window with 
that of a fish-tank. To change the power of 
the lens, the user only has to turn the wheels 
of the syringes that come with the spectacles, 
and are attached on the arms of the eyewear. 
The action pumps clean silicone oil from the 
syringes into the ‘lenses’, two flexible memb-
ranes that are protected by a hard plastic layer. 
Once this is done, the user can tighten the 
screws on each side of the frame and remove 
the syringes and tubing – setting the glasses to 
a permanent prescription and transforming 
the Adspecs into a customized pair of glasses. 

LESS THAN 1 EURO

Because the user can self-set the eyeglasses, 
usually in a matter of minutes, it eliminates 
the necessity of an optician in disadvantaged 
regions such as Sub-Saharan Africa, where 
there is 1 optometrist for every million peo-
ple. So far, more than 30,000 pairs have been 
deployed worldwide, but Professor Silver and 
his non-profit organization, The Centre for 
Vision in the Developing World, hosted by the 
University of Oxford, have set themselves the 
aim of reaching a billion of the world’s poo-
rest people by 2020. Another pressing goal for 
Silver and his Centre is to dramatically lower 
the cost of producing the eyeglasses. While the 
spectacles are also criticized for not being the 
world’s most attractive, one pair costs around 
20 Euro to produce right now, and the project 
must rely on donations. Silver, who says he has 
been offered millions for his design, but refu-
ses to sell his idea for monetary gain, wants to 
get the cost down to less than 1 Euro, in order 
to make vision affordable for all. 

Adspecs
Joshua Silver
Great Britain
www.adaptive-eyecare.org
Photo: © Adspecs

Invented by the British atomic physicist Joshua Silver, Adspecs are the first spectacles 
that allow the users to tune their glasses to their eyes. With no help of opticians 
needed, and based on a totally innovative technology in which the lenses are partly 
liquid, his Adaptive Eyecare is primarily meant to offer a solution for the extreme-
ly large need for corrective eyewear in the Developing World. And Silver have set 
himself the modest goal of reaching one billion of the world’s poorest by 2020. 

A Point of Pride  
Yves Behar & Fuseproject: VerBien

One of the main aims of the spectacles,  
created in partnership with the local govern-
ment and Mexico-based Augen Optics, the 
world’s 10th largest producer of lenses, was 
to overcome the stigma of wearing glasses, 
a very real issue in Mexico, and to help the 
half a million children with poor eyesight 
who enter school each year. An estimated 10 
% of the school population in Mexico are not  
learning simply because they cannot read 
blackboards or books, many coming from 
families that cannot afford the high cost of 
eyewear or an eye exam. In some schools in 
poorer states the proportion of children in 
need of lenses at or above 0.75 correction can 
be even as high as 70%. 

FASHIONABLE

Yves Behar and Fuseproject, who were also the 
designers of the cheap but quite controversial 
One Laptop Per Child XO Project for the deve-
loping world, developed an eyewear that is 
totally innovative on many levels. It features 
plastic frames that are almost unbreakab-
le and of the lightest engineering plastics in 
existence, whereas innovative interchangeable 
nose pads also let children with smaller noses 
wear the glasses comfortably. Also, the two
part design provides a unique construction 
and assembly system that simplifies logistics 
by avoiding the traditional but costly heating 
process, whereas it enables easy customizati-
on. The design consists of five different frame 
options in three different sizes, in seven diffe-
rent colors, allowing children to choose two
color frames to their liking. The glasses thus 
become a point of pride rather than a visible 
handicap, and wearing them becomes fashio-
nable and fun. 

Who says that cheap design for the 
poor should be of lesser quality? The 
new eyeglasses Yves Behar created to be 
distributed for free to Mexican school 
children are innovative on almost any 
level. 

Vera bien para aprender mejor 
See better to learn better

Violating Objects  
Ernesto Oraza: Technological Disobedience

Partially supported by the authorities, that 
even produced manuals on the subject, the 
Technological Disobedience of the average 
Cuban reaches that far that many even put 
their own life at risk, as is the case with the 
Rikimbili or improvised motorcycles. In the 
same way in which an experienced surgeon 
has become insensitive to blood and organs, 
Cuban inventiveness has broken with all limi-
tations, aesthetic, legal, or economic – says 
Oroza, an industrial designer by training who 
-after he discovered that there was no work 
available - made it his mission to travel the 
island, collecting the objects that brought 
him to develop his Technological Disobedience  
theory. It is a theory that describes a vision on 
the object that is totally different from the one 
that reigns in the Aff luent Society: “Used to 
seeing everything from the inside, dismantled, 
the symbols that make an object into a unique 
entity – for a Cuban they simply don’t exist.” 
As is also demonstrated by the books and exhi-
bitions Oroza devoted to the subject, such as 
Objets Réinventés or Rikimbili: the economy 
that results is an incredibly imaginative and 
beautiful one, turning a serving tray into an 
antenna, and even updating a black and white 
television by coloring the screen with paint. 
“The people have become their own producer, 
constantly reinventing,” says Oroza, “and the 
liberation that comes with it is first and fore-
most a moral one”. 

Technological Disobedience 
Ernesto Oroza 
Cuba
www.ernestooroza.com
Photo: © Ernesto Oroza

The term Technological Disobedience was recently coined by the Cuban artist and 
designer Ernesto Oroza, to describe the unique way in which his compatriots, con-
strained by a crisis that is hitting harder and harder, and with no industry in the 
country, survive by totally disrespecting, surpassing and violating the ‘authority’ 
and often very complex technology of the objects that are still lingering around, 
thinking far beyond the uses these objects were originally meant for by their produ-
cer. Scarcity has provided them with a creative richness that so-called technologi-
cally advanced countries have totally lost. And now that the crisis starts to globalize, 
it makes the average Cuban also much better prepared for the future. 

VerBien
Yves Behar & Fuseprojects
Mexiko/USA, 2010-ongoing
www.fuseproject.com 
Photo: © Fuseprojects

Science From Scrap  
Arvind Gupta

India  Already as a student in the 1970s at the 
Indian Institute of Technology in Kanpur, he 
had turned into a socialist, but while parti-
cipating in the Hoshangabad Science Teaching  
Programme in Madhya Pradesh in 1978, and 
starting from the belief that he „placed more 
faith in small positive action than empty 
rhetoric“, he developed the idea of creating 
simple toys and educational experiments 
with locally available materials and trash, in 
order to popularize science with children, as 
a world of endless possibilities, and to give 
them the chance to dream, despite their limi-
ting environment. In his hands film-roll cases 
are transformed into a high-efficiency pump, 
Frooti tetra packs into measuring cylinders 

Toys from trash 
Arvind Gupta 
India
www.arvindguptatoys.com
Photo: © Arvin Gupta

For more than three decades Arvind 
Gupta has been traveling the country, 
teaching children –young and old- in 
a unique and irresistable manner how 
to create toys from trash, a fireworks 
of ideas which he also makes availab-
le freely without copyright restrictions 
through his numerous books, video’s, 
and website. 

or butterflies, and packets of cigarette into 
merry-go-rounds, while a train is made from 
batteries, buttons and drawing pins. His first 
book, „Matchstick Models and other Science 
Experiments“ was reprinted in 12 languages, 
and many were to follow. Next to thousands 
of books on science that are free to down-
load, his website offers instructions, which 
he also makes available via numerous short 
video clips on YouTube, for making hundreds 
of improvised toys. And everything is open  
source. Much awarded, he currently works  
at the Children‘s Science Centre of the Inter-
University Centre for Astronomy and Astro-
physics in Pune.  
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A Seat to Utopia 
Jerszy Seymour: The Workshop Chair 

Made of roughly cut but straight wooden 
batons that are held together in quite an infor-
mal manner by blobs of polycaprolactone wax, 
and from ‘a joyful production technique’, the 
Workshop Chair by Berlin born and –based 
designer Jerszy Seymour is as much a statement 
and a manifesto as a functional piece furnitu-
re, fully repairable, affordable, and 100% bio-
degradable. While it even passed the top-level 
structure tests for contract furniture, it does 
not whisper or talk, it yells. The chair resulted 
from a conceptual series of exhibitions and 
environments in which Seymour explored the 
possibility of Amateur Society, using wax both 
as a construction material and as a metaphor 
for the creative energy and ability in all people. 

Born in Berlin in 1968, Jerszy Seymour grew 
up in London, where he studied engineering 
and industrial design. Whilst living in Milan 
he started projects including House in a Box, 
Scum and Tape, combining the experimen-
tal and conceptual with the functional, and 
already close in spirit to what would become 
the Amateur series. The kick-off, First Supper, 

The Working Chair 
Jerszy Seymour 
Germany, 2010
www.jerszyseymour.com
Photo: © Markus Jans

Bodybuilders 
El Ultimo Grito

“Like William Blake said (…): ‘I must create a system, or be enslaved by another man’s.’ We have 
a system that goes from ‘cultural resistance’ over ‘psychological exploration’ to ‘material interven-
tion’, and that includes subdivisions such as ‘transversality’ and ‘challenging existing typologies’. 
We are constantly in search  for ways in which we can refine our methodology. It is a system that 
tries to liberate our design thinking from the constraints that are imposed by production techno-
logies or techniques, and that drives  on instinct a lot. This also explains why we often work with 
basic or waste materials in or installations, such as cardboard, tape or bubble wrap. They do not 
have the preciousness of other  materials and they are maleable to such a degree even that they do 
not only allow us to design and make these objects with our very own hands, but with our entire 
bodies, giving us the opportunity to explore new typologies and relationships”.

Cardbord Furniture 
El Ultimo Grito 
Great Britain
www.jerszyseymour.com
Photo: © El Ultimo Grito

Magpie and Freeform 
Rodrigo Almeida

The Brazilian identity as we love to see it is a 
very explosive one, created out of a hodgepo-
dge of ethnicities, a most eclectic and extre-
mely lively mix, colorful and happy, despite of 
the ever-present misery, or just because of it, 
haunted by the desire to leave it behind. “Bra-
zil is a real melting pot, and it can be compli-
cated to put all this information together and 
discover a style, a way of thinking,” says desi-
gner Rodrigo Almeida. His talent is as raw and 
his way of working as unorthodox as the cul-
ture he is celebrating. Not hindered by the aca-
demics of a design education or the technique 
of CAD drawing, he’s a self-made. He did not 
go to university, not even as an undergrad. 

Far from aiming at mass or serial produc-
tion, and not in the slightest bothering to be 
practical or comfortable, all Almeida’s pieces 
are one-off’s, unique. Almost exclusively com-
posed of variations on the most emblematic 
of all design objects, the chair, together with 
some tables and shelves – his work perfectly 
succeeds in transferring and communicating 
this permanent cross-pollination that gave 
birth to what is worldwide considered to be 
the quintessence of Brazilian spirit, its exube-
rant way of dealing with a multitude of cont-
radictions and conflicts, layering and accumu-
lating, and insatiable. 

“Miscegenation is one of the most important 
aspects of my work, “ Almeida says, “Eve-
rything is hybrid”. And: “Blending materials 
and cultures comes naturally to me, because 
I’m a mix of indigenous, but also Portugue-
se, or African”. His totem-like objects consist 
of a diverse range of materials and upcycled 
elements that are directly appropriated from 
every day life, hardware stores, Carnaval 
supply stores and São Paulo streets: careful-
ly placed layers of paper, fabrics, nylon rope, 
wicker baskets, belts linoleum, feathers, 
sequins, and even local foods. He handcrafts 
and combines them with the simplest of tech-
niques -stacking, layering, accumulating, and 
assembling- into freeform chairs and tables 
that are hyper-saturated with color and tex-
ture, often incorporating African-influenced 
patterns, and thus evoking the influence of 
the African culture in Brazil, or playing on the 
tension between flexible and inflexible mate-
rials, a metaphor for his view of the eclectic 
culture of his country. 

He prefers a subtle reference and loose asso-
ciation to an all too evident demonstration. 
His Africa chair, for instance, in which he 
draped strands of rope onto a wooden frame 
„does not look like a traditional African chair, 
but the rhythm and the design of the object 
remind us of the African culture influence in 
Brazil.“ The bright, varied colors of the nylon 
ropes in the same chair, that up till now has 
become his most famous one, evoke the cheap 
plastic cast-offs that Africans in many coun-
tries hack to whatever use is at hand. Compo-
sed of disparate materials and textures which 
magically seem to work together, his magpie 
designs and patchworks thus breath a feel 
that is totally apiece with what is probably the 
main architectural expression of Brazilian cul-
ture, favelas, and the DIY way of living he had 
grown up with when he was a kid, on a farm in 

Title 
Rodrigo Almeida 
Brazil
http://rodrigoalmeidadesign.com
Photo: © Rodrigo Almeida

Same aim, but two totally different approaches. As Brazil is becoming a  
21st-century superpower, an evolution made possible by recent political and 
financial stability, unprecedented social mobility and the subsequent rise 
of a lower-middle class - the nation is radically transforming on every level,  
turning the question of its roots and identity, and their safeguarding, into a 

the countryside of northern Brazil: “We didn’t 
have a mall, and so craft was very normal. 
Because we needed these kinds of products, 
and making them by hand was cheaper.” 

Almeida doesn’t characterize himself as a 
craftsman, though, more as an artisan — 
something in between design, art, and craft. 
Thriving on the groundbreaking work of his 
predecessors, the Campana Brothers, but less 
willing to compromise, by adopting to the 
standards of the ruling design industry, he has 
become the brightest among the new rising 
stars of a local design scene that, in the wake 
of the country’s growth, is rapidly globalizing. 
One may criticize him because of the fact that 
his works only results in (expensive) one-offs. 
But it is exactly this choice that seems to offer 
him the freedom to express Brazilian identity 
in its purest form.

Designing Self-Esteem
Marcelo Rosenbaum

Unlike Rodrigo Almeida, Marcelo Rosenbaum 
may be virtually unknown to the internatio-
nal design world. But he’s a household name 
in his native Brazil, and probably also the most 
influential designer in his country. Not so 
much because of the many insanely colorful 
and busy or sophisticated restaurant and resi-
dence interiors, stores, showrooms or lounges 
his studio designs, and the many products he 
has developed for Brazilian manufacturers, 
or for his own brand, Rosenbaum de Coração 
(Rosenbaum of the Heart), and the decorating 
tips he delivers from Monday to Friday on 
the radio. What he’s really famous for is his 
own TV show, Lar Doce Lar (“Home Sweet 
Home”), a segment of the massively popular, 
Saturday afternoon show Caldeirão do Huck 
(“Huck’s Cauldron”) on TV Globo. 

In Brazil, no place is too remote for television: 
from farmhouses in the southern Pampa to 
stilted settlements on the Amazon river, Latin 
America’s largest broadcaster reaches 99,5% of 
the country’s population of 190 million. Lar 
Doce Lar reaches over 40 million people every 
week, and is a kind of local Extreme Makeover, 
where Rosenbaum and host Luciano Huck go 

Title 
Marcelo Rosenbaum 
Brazil
www.rosenbaum.com.br
Photo: © Marcel Rosenbaum

around the country rebuilding poor families’ 
homes. Brazil being Brazil, this is an emo-
tional and very lively affair. But what makes 
Rosenbaum really unique is that he doesn’t 
just spruce up people’s houses – but tries to 
make a real difference in the favela commu-
nities, by donating a set of steel-frame house 
typologies to Rio’s Planning and Public Works 
department for instance, by taking part in 
designer-meets-community craft initiatives 
and NGOs, by helping to rebuild flood-stri-
cken area’s, or by propagating the use of craft 
as a tool for social change in another iconic 
project of his, A gente transforma. Because his 
program has a reach that goes from poor to 
rich, it also takes the glamour of fashion to 
the masses and brings the inventiveness and 
complexity of Brazilian popular culture to the 
elite. Rosenbaum himself sees his reality-TV as 
a continuous effort towards democratization 
of a design that goes far beyond the glamo-
rous object, defining living in terms of cultu-
ral identity and soul, and the house as a place 
where personal memory and cultural roots 
have to regain a prominent place, while raising 
the self-esteem of his fellow Brazilians. 

Samesame but Different 
Connecting Everything  

Curro Claret: La Pieza
This project was first initiated with a series 
of stools built by ex-homeless in a workshop 
within the Arrels foundation in 2010 and 2011. 
The stools were built around a central metal 
piece, which functioned as a knot that per-
mitted to connect three legs and a seat, made 
from materials found on the street. Next to 
their basic function as pieces of furniture, 
the stools were intended to aid the former-
ly homeless in their process of rehabilitation 
and a new program of apartment sharing. In a 
second phase, new applications for the metal 
piece were studied, adjusting somewhat its 
design and allowing for the construction of 
other furniture such as benches, tables, lamps, 
or coat racks, occasionally with the help of 
another complimentary piece that would for 
instance make it possible to add a back or 
foot rest. The project’s ultimate intention is 

that this type of furniture could be realized 
by all kinds of groups, more or less margina-
lized, socially excluded or not, using the metal 
piece as an open point of departure, Made of 
a metal plate, cut by laser and then folded, 
the piece is very low cost. Plans to produce it 
are available for free, by any organization that 
requests them (but only for their own and not 
for commercial use). Curro Claret (Barcelona, 
1968) studied at London’s Saint Martins Col-
lege of Art and Design and Barcelona’s Escuela 
Superior de Diseño Elisava. 

La Pieza 
Curro Claret 
Spain
www.curroclaret.com/
Photo: © Curro Claret

at the MAK-museum in Vienna 2008, invited 
people to a dinner in order to discuss the pos-
sibility of Utopia, next to a kitchen that first 
produced the colorful wood and wax furniture 
and then the food. It was followed by a Salon 
des Amateurs at the MARTa Herford museum 
in 2009. A giant wall diagram presented the 
possibilities of the Amateur Society, while a 
big wax volcanic pool, hand made, and also 
referred to Stanley Kubrick’s War Room in 
Dr. Strangelove, served as a metaphor for pri-
mordial birth and offered a place for visitors 
to sit, float, discuss and think. Finally the Coa-
lition of Amateurs at the MUDAM museum 
in Luxembourg was an exhibition cum where 
visitors, artists and designers were invited to 
use the wax to make their own constructions, 
by way of comment or critique – ‘a non-utopi-
an way of discussing utopia.’

Whereas he considered The Amateur Pro-
ject up until this point mainly as an artifi-
cial project that had deliberately chosen the 
safe haven of a museum as its platform, The 
Workshop Chair was a first effort to insert 
the project ‘into the current economy of late 
capitalism with the intention to help create 
the new’. The same principles recently also 
brought him to found the very successful 
Dirty Art Department at the Amsterdam Sand-
berg Institute. 

 

Roberto Feo in Nullpunkt, Nieuwe German Gestaltung, edited by Max Borka
Marta Herford Museum/Kerber Verlag, Germany, 2009

Roberto Feo co-founded and runs together with 
Rosario Hurtado the London based design studio  
El Ultimo Grito.

major issue. Rodrigo Almeida and Marcelo Rosenbaum are probably the two 
local designers who, over the last few years, have succeeded in tackling this 
matter in the most successful manner, be it that their respective tactics are 
totally different, and – although equally unorthodox – are in many ways even 
radically opposed.    
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An Object with a Revenge  
Massoud Hassani: Mine Kafon

The exact number of landmines in use is un-
known. However, it is estimated that tens of 
millions are buried in more than 76 countries 
and territories. They can remain active more 
than fifty years after they are planted in the 
ground. The problem is probably the most 
acute in Afghanistan, laden with an estimated 
10 million mines, and therefore one big mine-
field where even a little outing has the risk 
of a Russian Roulette. Its capital Kabul is the 
most heavily mined capital city in the World.  
Grazing lands, waterways, schools, paths, 
villages and cities are infested with mainly 
anti-personal mines that are responsible for 
depopulating vast tracts of the countryside, 
affecting food supplies into the cities and crop 
harvests.
 
The minesweeper that Massoud Hassani desi-
gned as part of his graduation research on air, 
fire, earth and biomimicry at the Design Aca-
demy in Eindhoven, the Netherlands, is not 
just different from all others because it shows 
biomimicry at its finest - reminiscent as it is 
of a giant clump of feathery, white dandelion 
seeds, incredibly beautiful and poetic – but 
also because as a decommissioning device,  
it might offer a much cheaper solution com-
pared to the already existing ones. 

TOYS

The Mine Kafon took its inspiration from 
memories of toys Hassani developed as a child 
in Afghanistan: “One of my favorite ones was 
a small rolling object. It was powered by the 
wind. My brother and I used to race against 
the other kids on the fields in our neighbor-
hood. There was always a strong wind, and 
our toys rolled way too fast and too far. Mostly 
they landed in areas where it was impossible to 
retrieve them, since they were full of landmi-
nes. The friends we lost are still on my mind. 
After 20 years, I went back to my childhood 
and made those toys all over again, but 20 
times bigger, heavier and stronger.” The Mine 
Kafon that resulted might well be described as 
a design that returns for revenge: it is meant 
to roll about, detonating any mines in its path.

LIGHTNESS OF BEING

Born in Kabul, Afghanistan, Hassani also lived 
in Pakistan and Uzbekistan, before migrating 
to the Netherlands in 1998. The Mine Kafon 
consists of a heavy plastic and biodegradable 
core containing a GPS (global positioning sys-
tem) tracker, and attached to bamboo sticks 
with plastic feet at their end that enable the 

Mine Kafon 
Massud Hassani 
Afghanistan/The Neterlands, 2011-ongoing
www.massoudhassani.blogspot.com
Photo: © Massud Hassani/Rene van der Hulst

Its greatest asset is its poetry and beauty, 
its lightness of being also, in deep con-
trast to its heavy task, and the cruelty it 
has to combat - something you would 
simply never expect from an object 
in this category. But next to this the 
Mine Kafon invented by Afghanistan 
born and Netherlands based designer  
Massoud Hassani, might also have  
the potential to offer a much more 
affordable solution for one of the major 
problems scourging his country of  
origin and other war-torn regions. 

device to ‚walk‘. Wind-blown, the bamboo 
ball loses spikes each time it touches upon and 
a landmine and brings the device to explosi-
on. The onboard GPS can map areas that have 
been cleared of mines. Built out of inexpen-
sive, prefabricated materials, the Kafon costs 
around 50 Euros, incredibly cheap compared 
to the 700 Euros it usually costs to deactivate 
a single landmine, while the cost of repairing 
or replacing is also far lower than with traditi-
onal mine clearing devices. 

SCOUTING

Nominated for a Design of the Year award at 
the London Design Museum, Hassani had 
his working models tested in Morocco by the 
Dutch Ministry of Defense, which found it 
was not without flaws. Hans van der Slik, 
commanding officer at the School for Explo-
sive Ordinance Disposal stated that „the 
current design is not suitable for actual mine 

Recycling Destruction  
Israeli Design and Violence as a Raw Material

The notion of destruction and the mix of the 
civic and the military seem so omnipresent 
and overpowering in countries such as Israel 
and Afghanistan that many local designers 
regularly use them as a source of inspira-
tion. An early Israeli example is the turtle  
neck cum gas mask Bazooke Joe by Ezri Tarazi,  
who recently also used military equipment as 
a quite obvious starting point for his Kalab  
furniture collection, and created Free Fall, a 
seat that takes its final form from a concrete 
filled (and female) mannequin that is dropped 
from great height on a mesh trapezoidal box.  
Tarazi is no exception. Ron From for instance 
uses bombs and the West Bank barrier as 
a source of inspiration to create miniature  
variants in chocolate. But the most spectacu-
lar recent example is the Blast collection by 
Guy Mishaly: metal cylinders that transform 
themselves into stools when blown up with 
explosives. According to Mishaly the stools 
are merely a result of experimentation with 
materials and methods. He strongly denies 

Kalab 2011
Bazooka Joe 2003
Free Fall 2011
Erzi Tarazi 
Israeli
www.tarazistudio.com
Photo: © Erzi Tarazi

Memory and identity will be the central themes of Reciprocity, the next edition 
of the Design Biennale in Liège, Belgium, together with the question of how local 
traditions and heritage can find an echo in contemporary design. That this heritage 
doesn’t have to limit itself to haptic materials, such as cork or volcanic ashes, is 
most evident in warn-torn countries as Israel or Afghanistan, where designers have 
even come to use violence and destruction as a raw material.  

that there might be any correlation between 
the military profile of Israel and the decision 
to use explosives in this project: “I understand 
why people think so, but the two issues are  
not related.” Nevertheless, who says that such 
correlation needs to be conscious?  

WILDFIRES

Blast was born out of Mishaly’s graduation 
project in industrial design at the Bezalel Aca-
demy of Arts and Design in Jerusalem. Wat-
ching wildfires, and fascinated by how quickly 
and efficiently fire can go over land, destroying 
everything in its way, he started wondering if 
there might be a way to navigate and manipu-
late energy that is naturally used to harm and 
destroy in a positive way, in order to create. 
Next to this he also wanted to question the 
natural tendency in industrial design to crea-
te identical products. He was looking for a 
strategy that would always yield different and 
unique objects, with the production method 
remaining the same. 

At first, Mishaly experimented using con-
trolled fire. When that didn’t give him the 
desirable results, he turned to explosives. He 
made basic boxes and cylinders from welded 
sheet metal, 1mm thin, and rigged them up 
with electric cables that were filled up with 
TNT explosives on specific spots. Blown up by 

removal, since the United Nations requires a 
98 per cent clearance of affected areas.” How-
ever, he could see a role for the Mine Kafon 
“as a scouting tool and landmine indicator,” 
van der Slik added, “to see if a suspected area is 
indeed a mine field.“ He therefore also advised 
to modify the prototype to make if fit for that 
function. The existing models being just pro-
totypes Hassani is working on an improved 
version. 
 

Blast 2011
Guy Mishaly 
Israeli
www.guymishaly.com
Photo: © Oded Antman

Israeli Goods 2010
Ron From 
Israeli
www.ronfrom.com
Photo: © Oded Antman

Blast by Guy Mishaly

a remote detonator, the metal ripped and fol-
ded. Destruction had become creative, while 
the generic objects had created a variety of dif-
ferent ones, each one unique. Mission accom-
plished. The stools were coated by drenching 
them in a bath that was electrically charged – 
causing the electro-chemical liquid to stick on 
to the stools, and giving them a metallic look. 
Only a dozen or so of these one-off stools are 
for sale, their price ranging between 1,500-
2,000 Euros  
 

Greater Israel by Ron From

Kalab, BazookaJoe, Free Fall by Ezri Tarazi
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Empowering inhabitants
I-Beam Design: The Pallet House Project

Some 33 million displaced people spend an 
average of 7 years in refugee camps worldwi-
de. The Pallet House was originally designed 
as a makeshift shelter for the refugees retur-
ning to Kosovo after the war, who needed an 
immediate alternative to the typical tent solu-
tion, without access to sophisticated tools and 
materials. 

Shipping pallets or skids are readily availab-
le in most countries around the world, and a 
ubiquitous building block, sustainable, recy-
clable, easily assembled, highly versatile, and 
inexpensive. Their size, strength and weight 
are specifically designed for transportation, 

Initially conceived as a transitional shelter for refugees in disaster stricken areas, The 
Pallet House Project by New York based I-Beam Design, later evolved into a modular, 
prefabricated solution to affordable housing in general, empower inhabitants to 
build and expand the house themselves. 

and they can be pre-assembled by hand at a 
rate of 200 per day per worker. As a module 
they provide great flexibility in terms of confi-
guration, allowing each family to build accor-
ding to their own needs, so that the size and 
layout of each home can evolve over time, with 
the participation of its inhabitants. 

Founded in 1998 by Suzan Wines and Azin 
Valy, I-Beam Design initially only meant to 
address the problem of housing people dis-
placed by natural disaster or political and 
economic strife, and as such also developed 
projects when disaster hit Haiti and Pakis-
tan, Somalia and Sri Lanka. But it gradually 
also became the aim to offer viable, adaptable 
and more permanent solutions to the 1 bil-
lion people who live in substandard housing 
around the world – and not just refugees. 

The evolution of one 16‘ by 16‘ shelter into a 
permanent home requires approximately 100 
pallets that can be nailed and lifted into place 
by 4-5 people using hand tools in under a 
week. As infrastructure is restored and cement 
or other materials become available the filled 
pallets can be covered with stucco, plaster, or 
roofing tiles transforming the makeshift shel-
ter into a permanent home within a year or 
two, allowing inhabitants to build and expand 
the house themselves, and to have it custo-
mized, at their own rhythm. 
 

The Pallet House Project 
I-Beam Design 
USA
www.i-beamdesign.com 
Photo: © Gabriel Neri, I-Beam Design

A Shiny Shell
Matthias Loebermann: Pallet Pavillion  

Originally designed by Loebermann and his 
students at the Hochschule Biberach, Germany, 
as a reception pavilion in which to welcome 
athletes and delegations during the world ski 
championships, and as a meeting point and 
media room to relax in. Measuring 6 meters 
high, 8 meters wide and 18 meters long, the 
pavillion was entirely made from recycled 
Euro-pallets - back in 2005 still relatively new 
as a building material- together with ground 
anchors, straps and tie rods. Blending in with 
the setting and facility of assembling and dis-
mantling was at a premium, together with 

Pallet Pavillion 
Matthias Loebermann 
Germany, 2005
www.aml-partner.de
Photo: © Mila Hacke

recuperating the materials after use. The ship-
ping pallets were stacked on top of each other 
in a curvilinear design and a shell-like form, 
fastened together with tie rods and pulled 
tight with compression straps, the pallet walls 
being pegged to the ground at regular intervals 
by tackle tensed under traction. When illumi-
nated from within, the structure offered an 
even more striking view.  

 

DIY-Furniture
Nina Tolstrup & Studiomama: Pallet Project  

This furniture collection -comprising a bench 
low and high, as well as a floor lamp- was not 
just constructed with reclaimed wood taken 
from pallets, but DIY-instructions could be 
purchased on Tolstrup’s website on how to 
make your own pallet chair. The Danish born, 
Paris-trained and London based designer also 
had a number of pallet chairs customized by 
British artists including Gavin Turk, Cornelia 
Parker and Rachel Whiteread, auctioned off 
to raise money for an organization set-up by  
photographer, gallery-owner and charity 
worker Cecilia Glik in a devastated slum in 

Pallet Project 
Nina Tolstrup/Studiomama 
Argentina/Denmark/Great Britain, 2010
www.studiomama.com
Photos: © Gavin Turk

Lugano, one of the poorest neighborhoods 
in Buenos Aires, offering unemployed the 
opportunity to manufacture the chair in their 
cooperative using Tolstrup‘s instructions and 
locally-sourced pallets, without the need for 
supply chains.
 

Stacking Totems
Sibylle Stoeckl: Le Cageot   

Le Cageot –French for crate- upcycled discarded  
wooden pallets into standard crates that could 
be combined and stacked into a variety of 
shapes, sizes, and functions - modular furni-
ture that was all the more appealing because 
of its sculptural and Totem-like character. 

 

Le Gageot 
Sibylle Stoeckl 
Switzerland, 2005-2008
www.sibyllestoeckli.com
Photo: © Pénélope Henriod

Pallet Chair Polloky customized by Gavin Turk

Pallet Pavillion by Matthias Loebermann built of 1300 pallets

The Best of Both Worlds  
Alain Gilles: Nomad Solar Lamp

One fifth of the world’s population lives wit-
hout electricity. At best, they can rely on ener-
gy sources such as candles and kerosene lamps 
- polluting and expensive, hardly emitting any 
light, and a widespread cause of accidents. The 
Nomad Solar Lamp was designed for O’SUN™, 
a brand launched in 2011 by two partners who 
decided to exploit their experience in Africa 
and solar energy into the development of a 
range of portable solar lighting systems and 
accessories, combining solidarity and solidity, 
and the sustainable, ecological, and practical 
with the beautiful and seductive, into lights 
that could be used anywhere, but especially by 
those who have to survive without a connec-
tion to mains electricity.

Coming with a solar panel that measures 33 
by 33cm, the Nomad lamp only needs the sun 
to illuminate. Once fully charged, it supplies 
up to 6 hours of light at full intensity (accor-
ding to the World Bank the equivalent of the 
average daily lighting needed by a family that 
has to live without any electricity), and up to 
35 hours in its lowest mode. Designed to be as 
easy in operating as possible, with one single 
light push button for three different settings 
(100%, 50% and 15%), the Nomad is portable 
and rechargeable, flexible and durable, quali-
ties that also make it ideal for recreational and 
outdoor purposes in industrialized countries– 
a totally different public. 

Up to the recycled packaging, with as little as 
possible ink used, all materials were chosen in 
function of a minimal pollution and a maxi-
mal result. With its height of 32cm, and a 

Conceived by Alain Gilles, the Nomad 
Solar Lamp intends to be a basket of light 
with many talents. Primarily developed 
to meet the needs of parts of the world 
that do not have access to electricity, and 
as an emergency tool in case of disaster, 
it also plays on the more sophisticated 
but far less urgent demands of bbq’ers, 
campers, or simply design victims in the 
industrialized world, adding beauty to 
sustainability.   

diameter of 15cm, the shelter is entirely made 
from ABS-plastics. It is powered by 12 energy 
efficient High Flux LEDS, chosen for their lon-
gevity. Additional elements are a li-on batte-
ry (2x 2600 Ma/h), and a 5 watt solar panel. 
For the needs of the western market, the lamp 
may also be charged using a standard adapter 
and a car cigarette lighter socket, in order to 
allow the user the greatest autonomy.

The luminous globe is protected by a silico-
ne disc that makes it resistant to shocks and 
falls, allows putting the lamp directly on the 
ground, and prevents it from gliding off a 
table. With a built-in handle, and a diffusion 
diameter that has been calculated in function 
of comfortable use by one family in one room, 
it can easily be used as an overhead and ceiling 
lamp, a spot lamp, or a lamp for those on the 
move, like a lantern. 

O’Sun hopes to be able to manufacture and 
assembly the lamp near regions where it is 
needed most, in order to reduce their trans-
port cost and ecological footprint as much 
as possible. Production has already started in 
China. In Western countries the retail price 
will be around 100 Euros, while in developing 
countries it will be sold at wholesale prices  
to governments and NGO’s. The company 
also established a program called Starlight  
Project, which aims to assist a selected group 
of villages in various areas of the world that 
are without any means of connection to the 
electricity grid, in providing them solar lamps, 
and teaching them efficiency of using solar 
energy. 

Sun For Everyone 
Olafur Eliasson: Little Sun

Developed in collaboration with the engineer 
Frederik Ottesen over a period of two years, 
Little Sun speaks a universal and simple gad-
get-language, as if it were a 3D version of a 
child’s drawing of a sunflower. Once charged, 
it produces light for 5 hours, and easy in use, it 
also seems to fit all other criteria for this kind 
of object. But what really makes this tiny thing 
stand out from similar initiatives is that it was 

When recently invited by Tate Modern and the London Olympics to come up with 
a sequel to Weather Project, the 2003 show that had established Olafur Eliasson’s 
his reputation as an artist by drawing over 2 million visitors during its five-month 
installation, Eliasson turned up with a project in which the giant sun that stood 
central to Weather Project had been literally fragmented into a myriad copies of 
Little Sun, a tiny gadget of giant importance with which he later also popped up 
at the Architecture Biennale in Venice: hand-sized solar-powered lanterns that 
are primarily meant to bring light to the 1,6 billion that have to survive without a  
connection to the electric grid. The Social had become Art, while Art had become 
Social, bridging the gap between High and Low, basic needs and the sublime, and 
many other extremes.  

launched as an artwork – offering the third 
world and its issues a platform and attention 
in well-off cenacles, and  joyfully mixing and 
trespassing borders and territories that are 
considered given and self-evident. 

Born in Copenhagen and living and working 
in Berlin, Olafur Eliasson is a Danish sculp-
tor and installation artist of Icelandic descent. 
His work mainly focuses on the relationship 
between technology and natural phenome-
non, such as light and water, movement and 
reflection. Since 2006 he is a professor at the 
Universität der Künste in Berlin. 

Next to featuring a documentary space where 
visitors could learn about solar power, the 
global energy challenge, light and its impor-
tance in and for life, the project in the Tate 
also included a special set-up for people to do 
light graffiti using the Little Sun. It offered the 
possibility to participate in Tate Blackouts on 
Saturday nights after ordinary museum hours, 
during which the lights went off in the former 
power station and visitors could look at the 
works of art in the suite of galleries devoted to 
the Surrealist collection using only the light of 
Little Sun. And last but not least there was the 
premiere of 16 short films on light, life, and 
Little Sun, by filmmakers from off-grid areas 
around the world. 

Visitors at the Tate also could buy a lamp for 
£16.50 (!22), double the amount at which it 
will be sold in off-grid areas. Asked about his 
motivation behind his decision to return to 
the Tate with a project in which the giant sun 
of yore had fragmented in innumerable small 
ones that –if it wasn’t for his name- never 
would have made it to the status of artwork, 
Eliasson replied: “By bringing Little Sun to Tate 
Modern and the London Olympics, I hope to 
realize an art project for those who typically 
have no access to global events of this scale.” 
Exhibiting Little Sun was offering a platform to 
a part of the world that was doomed to remain 
invisible, and an ideal occasion to physically 
confront the Have’s with the importance of 
light, and the reality of being a Have Not.

Little Sun 
Olafur Eliasson 
Iceland, 2012
www.olafureliasson.net 
www.littlesun.com
Photo: © Tomas Gislason, Mihret Kebede

The Nomad Lamp 
Alain Gilles 
Belgium, 2012
www.alaingilles.com
www.o-sun.net
Photo: © O‘Sun



CHINA
CHILE

GRENADA
GREAT BRITAIN

JAPAN

INDIA

MAP 1 MAP 1EMERGENCY ARCHITECTURE PEOPLE’S ARCHITECTURE24 25

Building in a Bag  
Concrete Canvas Shelter

Concrete Canvas Shelters (CCS) are easy to 
build: they only require water and air for con-
struction. A 25sqm variant can be deployed 
by 2 people without training in less than an 
hour, and is ready to use in under 24 hours. 
The shelter is waterproof, fireproof and to a 
certain degree bulletproof. It also has a life 
of over 10 years, while in Afghanistan for 
instance a tent often doesn’t last longer than 
three weeks, due to the wind. 

Concrete Canvas Shelter 
Great Britain
www.concretecanvas.co.uk
photo: © Concrete Canvas

There are over 35 million refugees 
worldwide, while also aid agencies and 
troops require accommodation, offices 
and clinics. The Concrete Canvas Shelter 
was developed as an alternative for cur-
rent solutions, soft-skinned and offe-
ring inadequate protection, or expensive 
and difficult to transport. The shelter 
comes as some fabric in a bag, but once 
deployed, inflated and sprayed with 
water, its cement-impregnated skin har-
dens and even offers protection against 
small arms fire and shell fragments. 

The core technology of this shelter is a new 
material called concrete cloth. Partly consisting 
of this textile, the shelter comes in a pliable, 
easy-to-store and sealed bundle. Once unpa-
cked, its inner skin, made out of plastic, can 
be inflated with an electric fan, after which 
the shelter can be pegged down around the 
base. When water is sprayed on the shelter, 
the structure expands. The concrete cloth 
cures in with the inflated inner and hardens. 
The waterproof cloth is a ceramic and will not 
burn. The shelter can be covered in earth, sand 
or snow, providing an excellent thermal per-
formance and a protection against small arms 
fire and shell fragments. Currently the largest 
models have a 54sqm base, but due to their 
modular design they can easily link to create 
larger spaces. 

An Origami House  
Mia & Daniel Ferrara & Architecture for Humanity

Global Village Shelter

First used in 2004 when the island of Grenada 
was ravaged by Hurricane Ivan, Global Villa-
ge Shelter later traveled all over the world in 
disaster relief. A virtual origami house, truly 
low-cost, made from large sheets of fold-up, 
recycled and corrugated cardboard, biodegra-
dable, impregnated to be fire retardant and 
laminated for water resistance. Prefabricated, 
shipped flat, and requiring no tools to assem-
ble, the hut can be constructed by two people 
in less than an hour. It is designed to house a 
family of four at least a year. 

Global Village Shelter 
Mia & Daniel Ferrara/Architecture for Humanity
Grenada/Pakistan/Afghanistan/USA/Sothern Asia
2004-ongoing
www.gvshelters.com
photo: © Global Village Shelters

Protecting Privacy  
Shigeru Ban Architects 

Emergancy Shelter Paper Partitions

Shigeru Ban is quite unanimously recognized 
as the world’s leading architect when it comes 
to emergency architecture, and best known 
for his temporary paper structures. His paper 
dwellings designed in response to the Kobe 
earthquake of 1995, also in Japan, have found 
applications around the world.

Ban’s recent partitions were refinements of 
a design he has been working on since an 
earthquake hit Fukuoka in 2005. Because it is 
impossible to forecast disaster and partition 
needs, low cost and high speed were priority. 
Wall structures that had still been honeycomb 
boards after the Fukuoka project were changed 
into a strut-beam structure, with white cloth 
for partitions. Joints were made of plywood. 
Ropes were used for braces. The modularized 
unit dimensions were standardized at 180 cm. 
Developed in collaboration with the Voluntary  
Architects‘ Network, The result was a cost 
effective solution harnessing materials that 
were easily available and recyclable, and a sys-
tem allowing for fast and easy assembly and 
disassembly.

Emergency Shelter Paper
Shigeru Ban Architects
Japan, 2011-ongoing
www.shigerubanarchitects.com 
Photo: © Shigeru Ban Architects

Immediately distributed after the recent earthquakes and tsunami in Japan, the 
Emergency Shelter Paper Partitions were made from paper tubes and white fabric, 
offering more privacy to refugees, who found themselves adrift in large public 
spaces converted into shelters, sharing the space with complete strangers.  

Make Your Own Bucky!  
Vinay Gupta: Hexayurt

Some panels from whatever material and 
tape - more is not needed to build this disas-
ter relief shelter in the lineage of Buckminster 
Fuller’s geodesic geometry, using contiguous 
triangles to maximize the load-bearing, but 
with standard sheets of factory-made cons-
truction material, and extremely simplified, 
In models from light material the panels can 

Hexayurt
Vinay Gupta
India, 2003-ongoing
http://hexayurt.com 
Photo: © Hexayurt, Billy Wiltschko

Halfway-Architecture  
Alejandro Aravena & Elemental: Quinta Monroy

In 2030, the world population living in cities 
will grow from 3 to 5 billion, with 2 billion 
trying to survive below the poverty line. Accor-
ding to Elemental two criteria will be essential 

to house them, scale and speed: the world 
would have to build a 1 million-inhabitant 
city per week for the next 20 years. This scale 
can only be achieved by transmitting techno-
logy through specific projects to local builders 
and governments. And prefabrication would 
have to be the keyword in order to generate the 
necessary speed. 

Founded in 2000 at Harvard University by 
Alejandro Aravena, Elemental S.A. is initially 
focused on public housing projects in Chile. 
Today it also works on a more international 
level, trying to put its “scale and speed strate-
gy” at the service of poor communities, within 
the rules of existing policies and conditions 
of the market, and as a short cut to correct 
inequalities.
 `
Begun in 2003 and completed in 2004, Quinta  
Monroy was Elemental’s first built project: a 
5,000sqm site illegally occupied by 93 families 
who had squatted the place for three decades, 
in the center of Iquique, a city of about a quar-
ter million lying in northern Chile. The settle-
ment was unsafe, a labyrinth. However, resi-
dents were adamant – likely due to the site’s 
central location— about remaining there. 
Rather than displace the residents, the Chi-
lean Government asked Elemental to design 
permanent housing. However: each family 
had to be housed for 6,000!, the standard 
Chilean per-family housing subsidy. The sum 
had to pay for the land, infrastructure and 
architecture. 

Because of this strict budgetary limit, most 
of the social housing in Chile tends to sprawl 
over the countryside, where land can be 
bought more cheaply, allowing a greater per-
centage of the subsidy to be devoted to the 
architecture, but miring families in poverty 
away from the city. The low value of the land 
social housing is usually built on and the low 
quality of its construction, also tend to depre-
ciate in value, rather than appreciate. 
The budget was only enough to pay for appro-
ximately 30sqm of built space. Elemental 

Quinta Monroy
Alejandro Aravena/Elemental
Chile, 2003-ongoing
www.elementalchile.cl  
Photo: © Cristobal Palma

Hailed as one of the most innovative social housing projects of the last decade, 
Quinta Monroy consisted of houses for former squatters in Northern Chile, built 
only halfway by the architects, Alejandro Aravena & Elemental, because of the ext-
remely low budget, but also to help the owners to construct the second half for an 
even much smaller amount themselves, thus also giving them the opportunity to 
personalize their homes.     

therefore settled on connected two-story 
blocks, designed as a skeletal infrastructure 
which the families could expand over time: 
only half of each house was built within the 

available budget, and included the features 
that were most difficult to construct – such 
as kitchens, bathrooms, stairs and dividing 
walls. The residents were incited to build the 
second half of the house themselves for an a 
mere 800!, offering them the opportunity to 
customize their homes, and doing away with 
the main flaw of prefabricated systems: its lack 
of flexibility.

Five years later, each of the 60 houses was 
valued at over 16,000!. Which proved the 
major point Elemental wanted to make: that it 
was possible to do away with the ruling nega-
tive perception of social housing, by turning it 
in a profitable investment, instead of a social 
expense. For the inhabitants: it might make all 
the difference between long-term poverty and 
a gradual climb towards self-sufficiency.

Since 2004, Elemental has built another 1,000 
units and designed an additional 2,000.

China and Chile. It’s only two letters of difference, and yet: a world between them. 
The same intention, to create ‘an architectural antidote to social segregation’, and 
to offer ‘a face to the invisible’s, was the driving force though of two projects that 
have each in its own way become a benchmark in the history of social housing: 

Faces For The Invisible 
 

Reinventing The Wheel  
Lui Xiaodu & Urbanus

Tulous or „mountain wheels“ were built from 
the 12th century onward by Chinese Hakkas 
- meaning ‚guests‘, or migrants, and  moving 
from the war-plagued central regions. A Tulou 

offered them a protective multi-family and 
lower-income housing, one of its distincti-
ve features being its thick defensive circular 
outer wall, constructed from rammed earth. 
But what mainly captured Liu‘s fascination 
was the communal shrine in the middle: „It 
was an ancestral hall where all residents met 
to worship, and to discuss matters of common 
interest. This idea of public life at the core of a 
building is essential to any social design.“

Urbanus‘s 21st century version is six stories 
high. In an effort to transform ancient heri-
tage to suit contemporary living, it is made 
from concrete and steel, punctuated by woo-
den lattices, while in their search for a main 
shape the architects eventually came up with 
an „e-shaped loop“- an outer circular block 
with a rectangular box within, and connected 
by a courtyard and bridges. Both contain small 
apartment units; the spaces in between are for 

Titel
Lui Xiaodu/Urbanus
China, 2008
www.urbanus.com.cn 
Photo: © Lui Xiaodu, Urbanus

circulation and community use. The e-shape 
has a diameter of 72 m. It incorporates a small 
hotel, 24 dormitories measuring 32sqm and 
245 small apartments measuring 31sqm. 

Affordable housing was Xiaodu’s first priority. 
To save costs, there is no lift, and residents are 
responsible for their own minor maintenance 
and cleaning. As an ‘architectural antidote to 
social segregation,” offering  “a recognizable 
face to an invisible group of people“, the pio-
neering prototype is intended to become the 
first of many, extremely well fit as this typo-
logy is to relatively inexpensive leftover plots, 
where the introverted form does not only pro-
vide a feeling of home and community but 
also offers excellent protection from 21st cen-
tury threats such as traffic noise. 

be joined by tape, whereas metal brackets or  
wooden blocks can be used for heavier builds. 
The result also resembles a traditional yurt, 
hence the name. The Hexayurt comes cheap 
(from 200 Euros on), can be easily packed 
for transportation, is easy to construct, and 
open source: offering its instructions free for 
download. 

In the frantic urban growth in China, little attention is paid to accommodations 
for migrant workers. This is also the case in Guangzhou and its neighboring areas 
that ride the wave of prosperity on the backs of these ‚floating people‘, In order to 
house them in a dignified way, the architectural studio Urbanus teamed up with 
China‘s largest real-estate developer Vanke, to design social housing on the edge of 
Guangzhou. In doing so, it also gave new life to a unique, centuries-old but forgot-
ten collective housing typology, known as Hakka Tulou.

Quinta Monroy in Chile by offering former squatters the possibility of adding the 
second half of the house themselves, and thus also to customize their dwelling, and 
Tulou architecture in China by offering a protective fortress to discarded laborers, 
updating an old and forgotten typology, and celebrating collective memory.      



BURKINA FASO

MAP 1 TEACHING CHANGE 27MAP 1NOMAD ARCHITECTURE26

SOUTH AFRICA USA

SUDAN

DENMARK BALIMobility of the Mind
Ion Sorvin & N55: The Walking House

The Walking House project was initiated 
by Wysing Arts Centre in Cambridgeshire, 
when it had asked Sørvin and his art collec-
tive N55 (named after both an address and 
Copenhagen’s latitude) to collaborate with 
a group of travellers that made a living as 
seasonal workers on the farms in the area. 
N55 had been co-founded in 1994 by Sør-
vin and his wife, the Norwegian artist Ingvil 
Aarbakke. Since she died in 2005, Sørvin has 
been solely responsible for N55, collaborating 

The Walking House
Ion Sorvin/N55
Denmark, 2007-ongoing
www.n55.dk
Photo: © n55

Apart from having a small wood stove, a chimney, a kitchen and a bathroom, and 
being solar- and wind-powered, The Walking House that self-proclaimed Danish 
‘closet architect’ Ion Sørvin and N55 designed, is also equipped with six compu-
ter-steered hydraulic legs that can carry the three meter-high hexagonal dwelling 
around, slow and sluggish, its pace provoking ‘a mobility of the mind’.    

with various persons on specific projects, and 
carving out a career that challenged les idées 
reçues on living, architecture and land owner-
ship, a notion that had already stood central 
to N55’s program from the very beginning.

Partly also a comment on Archigram’s Wal-
king City, a giant robotized animal envisioned 
in 1964 by the British architect Ron Herron, 
but that would always remain paper architec-
ture, The Walking House was the result of 

Catering Many  
Marschaan Brink & Tsai Design Studio:

Vissershok Container Classroom  
Initiated during the competition Making the 
Difference Through Design, where local high 
school pupils were asked to come up with 
creative solutions that could transform a 
12m long shipping container into a class-
room. The winning proposal by 10th grade 
student Marshaan Brink was passed on to 
Tsai Design Studio. Located in the Durbanvil-
le wine valley on the outskirts of Cape Town, 
the Primary School has a capacity for 25 the 
children of local farm workers and nearby 
underprivileged communities. Built with a 
limited budget, the final structure consists 
of a sheltering top, an outdoor play area, an 
amphitheater, community space, a jungle 
gym and a green wall or vertical vegetable 
garden that shelters the play area from the 
prevailing south-east winds. The dramatic 
roof shields the unit from direct sunlight, 
while the gap in-between acts as a buffer to 
reduce heat. The container is designed to be 
multi-functional: in the morning the space 
is a classroom for the younger students and 
in the afternoon it becomes a library and 
resource center for the rest of the school. 

Vissershok Container Classroom
Marschaan Brink/Tsai Design Studio 
South Africa, 2012
www.tsaidesignstudio.com
Photo: © Tsai Design Studio

Maisons Trouvées
tamassociati: Salam Medical Compound Khartoum  

The discarded containers on the site led to 
the decision to re-use them while building 
the international housing compound of  
this hospital. Peculiar care was dedicated to  
insulation and energy saving, with the sunrays 
never hitting the containers.  

Salam Medical Compound Khartoum
tamassociati
Italy, 2010
www.tamassociati.org 
Photo: © tamassociati

Raw, Edgy & Unafraid 
Olsen Sunderberg Kundig Allen: Rolling Huts 

Minimal mountain cabins mounted on wheels, 
designed by Seattle architects Olson Sundberg Kun-
dig Allen. Located at Mazama in Washington State, 
the six huts serve as guest accommodation for 
friends of architect Tom Kundig, who has his week-
end retreat in the valley nearby. Informed by the 
local planning department that cabins would not be 
approved for the site, the architect hit upon the idea 
of placing the structures on wheels. When the pro-
ject received the AIA Seattle Award, the jury wrote: 
“While many regional projects respond to the natu-
ral environment with comfort and elegance, these 

Rolling Huts
Olsen/Sunderberg/Kundig/Allen
USA, 2007
www.olsonkundigarchitects.com
Photo: © Olson Kundig Architects

cabins are raw, edgy, unafraid of the challenging 
aspects of nature. At the same time, the user can-
not escape the fact that the buildings impose on 
the landscape, with their steel wheels and tentative 
siting. These simple structures engage the spiritual 
question of our place in the landscape.”  

collaboration with Øivind Slaatto, a designer 
and musician who worked for two years on 
what was to become his pet project. Sam Kro-
nick, a student from MIT in Massachusetts, 
USA, wrote the computer program that con-
trolled the hydraulic legs on which the three 
meter-high hexagonal dwelling was mounted. 

Not dependent on existing infrastructure 
like roads, the house can stroll across all ter-
rains, each leg being powered independent-
ly, but steered in such a way that the house 
always has three legs on the ground. The unit 
can maintain four persons, but could also be 
scaled up for larger family structures. Based 
on a framework made of steel, aluminum or 
wood, the module can be constructed from 
numerous other materials, and the legs could 
be mounted on any kind of structure, with 
several pods linked together into villages, and 
many into a Walking City. The house has been 
provided with many gadgets. It is equipped 
with systems for collecting rainwater and solar 
heated water. The rear opens up to form a stair 
that functions as an entrance. A small green-
house can be added, and a composting toilet 
system allows sewage to be disposed of. 

The pod was directly dictated by the first con-
frontation with Romani travellers in Cam-
bridgeshire and their integration problems. 
“After an initial meeting (…) it was clear  
that the traditional nomadic culture was dis-
appearing fast and the Romani where settling 
down and living as a marginal group with all 
the problems that goes with this situation,“ 
says Sørvin, “What was left appeared to be 

a brutalized culture fighting to survive in an 
environment becoming increasingly hosti-
le. So we decided to see if it would be possi-
ble to suggest new means that would enable 
a nomadic life in a symbiotic way with the 
surroundings.”

Totally in line with its vision, N55 has the 
habit of freely distributing its schemes and 
proposals through copyright-free manuals 
on its website. That also goes for The Walking 
House.  The prototype cost 43,000 Euro, but 
the designers believe it could be constructed 
for a lot less. Although no other houses have 
been built up till now apart from the prototy-
pe, the latter was rapidly published from the 
BBC to Good Morning America. 

As an ode to nomadic living, the Walking 
House was first and foremost to communi-
cate N55’s core message of freedom and the 
dissipation of ownership: “It was entertaining 
to see this huge, metal animal walking,” says 
Sørvin. “But it was also about mobility, about 
not disturbing your environment, and about 
not having to own land.” Finally, the somehow 
sluggish pace of the house had to be slow: “For 
it is a common fact that walking often helps a 
person concentrate and creates a mental state 
that enforces mobility of the mind.” 

Soothing his Conscience   
John & Cynthia Hardy: Green School

Bamboo is unique in its efficiency: incredibly 
strong, flexible, and an excellent means for 
carbon sequestration. Its growth cycle takes 
no longer than four years, so there’s also 
plentiful available. And yet: traditionally used 
throughout Asia, until recent this only happe-
ned in short-term structures, since the mate-
rial wasn’t immune to bugs. New treatment 
methods with borax salt have given it a capa-
city for long life though, and turned it into an 
excellent alternative in the fight against the 
further depletion of rainforests for construc-
tion reasons.

GRASS & MUD

One of the most impressive recent examples 
illustrating the material’s capacities is the 
Green School conceived by environmentalist 
and designer John Hardy and his wife Cynthia. 
Located on 8 hectares of lush jungle in Sibang 
Kaja, the center of southern Bali, Indonesia, 
and straddling both sides of the Ayung River, 
the school was built within eighteen months, 
on the principle of using 99 percent natural 
materials: Indonesian bamboo (that even ser-
ves as a basic structure to the blackboards), 
local alang-alang grass, and mud. Innovative 
and experimental, the educational center has 
thus set itself the aim of demonstrating the 
possibilities of the material. 

RIG

While also housing the Meranggi Foundation, 
which develops bamboo plantations, and PT 
Bambu, a for-profit design and construction 
company that promotes the use of bamboo 
and sustainable architecture in general, the 
campus is powered by a number of alternati-
ve energy sources, including a bamboo saw-
dust hot water and cooking system, a hydro-
powered vortex generator, bio-diesel and solar 
panels. Surrounded by a sports field, gymna-
sium, a guesthouse, ponds, gardens walkways, 
and a plethora of classrooms and other faci-
lities, the central bamboo structure is likely 
the largest bamboo building in Asia. None of 

Green School
John & Cynthia Hardy  
Bali, 2006 - ongoing
www.greenschool.org
Photo: © John & Cynthia Hardy

Totally in shock after seeing Al Gore’s 
documentary ‘An Inconvenient Truth’, 
John and Cynthia Hardy sold the sha-
res in their successful jewelry company 
and built a school. Almost entirely made 
from bamboo, and boasting the largest 
building in Asia in that recently redis-
covered green material, it also propa-
gates a revolutionary teaching method 
that tries to redefine the idea of school, 
transforming its students into ‘stewards 
of social sustainability’.

the classrooms have walls or ceilings, in order 
to heighten the contact with the tropical set-
tings. Fresh air and fans provide a natural coo-
ling system. And when it does rain, there is a 
rig to keep the rain and wind out. 

TRAILBLAZING

All classrooms have customized gardens that 
the students collectively tend to. For Hardy, 
renowned for his unconventional ideas, also 
tries to pioneer a trailblazing approach to edu-
cation. International in its teaching and lear-
ning, and awarded as the 2012 ‘Greenest School 
on Earth’ by the Center for Green Schools, its 
students come from different corners of the 
world to join a core Balinese community of 

Combining Tradition and Modern
Diébédo Francis Kéré: Gando & Dano Schools  

As the first from the rural town Gando to study 
abroad, Diébédo Francis Kéré already built a 
small primary school in his hometown while 
studying architecture at the Technische Uni-
versität in Berlin - also out of necessity com-
bining traditional and low cost construction 
loam with modernist principles, and seeing to 
it that the work could be executed by locals. His 
recently designed extensions, including a libra-
ry, teachers’ housing and Secondary School in 
Gando, and the Secondary School in Dano are 
carried out along the same principles. 

Diébédo Francis Kéré
Burkina Faso, 1999 - ongoing
www.kere-architecture.com
Photo: © Diébédo Francis Kéré

scholars – representing up to 20% of our 
enrolment. The school’s curriculum reaches 
from nursery through high school, and tries to 
redefine the idea of school – by combining the 
classic academic one with experiential  ‘Learn 
by Doing’, ‘Green Studies’ and creative arts. 

VILLAGE

The school’s program includes planting and 
growing food organically, looking after ani-
mals, studying alternative energy, using bam-
boo as a feature in design-and-make projects, 
etcetera. The ultimate aim: to improve the 
human spirit, and to inspire students to be 
more curious, more engaged and more passi-
onate about the environment and the planet, 
making them ‘stewards of social sustainabili-
ty’. Due to its trailblazing approach, the Green 
School soon attracted global media attention, 
while John has recently teamed up with his 
daughter, Elora, to build the world’s first Green 
Village -in bamboo. “I just wanted to provide 
my grandchildren with an answer that would 
also sooth my conscience, “ says Hardy, “when 
they would wonder: what did grandfather do 
in 2012”. 
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AFGHANISTANJumping Barriers  
Skateistan

In 2007 the Australians Oliver Percovich and 
Sharna Nolan arrived in Kabul with little 
more than a couple of skateboards. In a coun-
try where children make up more than half 
of the population but don’t get all too many 
opportunities, their boards quickly drew in 
local children – first the boys, then the girls - 
like an unstoppable magnetic force. 

WORLD’S FIRST

What began as informal skateboarding less-
ons at an empty fountain soon led -with the 
help of the Norwegian, Danish, Canadian, 
and German authorities- to the foundation 
of Skateistan, not just Afghanistan’s first ska-
tepark and biggest sports facility, but also the 
world’s first co-educational skateboard school, 
combining skateboarding and classroom acti-
vities, in addition to classes for disabled youth 
and a Back-to-School program for street kids. 
Ran by an independent Afghan NGO, the 
1750 sqm Skateistan park officially opened 
in October 2009. It currently has over 350  
students, ages 5–17. 

GENDER

The initiative reaches far beyond skateboar-
ding, transcending many social barriers. 
Nearly 40% of Skateistan‘s students are girls, 
in one of the world’s most gender-biased 
societies. Approximately half of the students 
also work on the street and many are illiterate, 
while others are the children of government 
ministers. 

Skateistan   
Afghanistan/Pakistan/Cambodia, 2007-ongoing
http://skateistan.org
Photo: © Skateistan

Skateistan is the world’s first school 
using skateboarding as a wheeled agent 
to educate, and fight social barriers - 
between genders, or rich and poor - in 
war-torn countries. 

Girls and boys attend on separate days. All 
students come once a week for one hour  
of skateboarding and one hour of class- 
room programming, taught by both Afghan 
and international instructors. Classroom 
lessons are designed to be accessible for both 
literate and illiterate students by incorpora-
ting games and hands-on creative arts pro-
jects such as photography, painting, thea-
tre, and puppetry. Past curriculum themes 
included environmental health, the future 
of Kabul, peace in Afghanistan, and gender 
equality. 

NGO OF THE YEAR

While striving for self-sustainability Skateis-
tan is funded by an international network of 
volunteers and financers, also from the ska-
ting industry. As the subject of several award-
winning documentaries, it received the 2009 
‘NGO of the year Award’ at the Peace and Sport 

In 2012, Skateistan released a first book about the 
project, a 320 page, full-color publication entitled 
„Skateistan: The Tale of Skateboarding in Afghanistan.“ 
Proceeds from book sales will go towards their skate-
boarding and educational activities.

Bringing Theory into Practice  
Anna Heringer ao:

Training Centre for Sustainability

Nearly 30% of the youth in Morocco at the age 
of 15 to 25 are analphabets. The construction 
sector is prospering, but lacks models for sus-
tainable construction that are also sensitive to 
the local cultural identity. Two good reasons 
to build this Training Centre in a Marrakech 
suburb, aiming the local youth. This prize-
winning project also brought its own theory in 
practice in its upgrading of a local and natural, 
but disregarded material, earth, compensating 

Micro‘be’   
Anna Heringer
Marocco/Germany
www.anna-heringer.com 
Photo: © Anna Heringer

its weaknesses with traditional know-how and 
modern technologies. The design is inspired 
from two Moroccan archetypes: the rural ksar 
and the urban medersa. 

Touching and Teaching Locals  
France/Saint-Étienne Metropole: 

‘I participate in the renovation of my school’
I participate in the renovation of my school! was 
a unique project in which young pupils and 
the teaching staff of two local elementary 
schools and a kindergarten collaborated over 
a period of 6 months with designers and an 
architect - Sara de Gouy, Florian Mery, Juli-
en de Sousa, and Yan Olivares- on renova-
tion plans for their school, which were then 
executed by the technical services of the city 
of Saint-Étienne. Elements of the renovati-
on included the creation of new coat racks 
and patterns for wallpaper, but also the  
re-organization of spaces that constituted the 
library. The initiative was part of a much bigger 
Design in the city–GPRA project and a general 
politics, in which local authorities, going from 
the City of Saint-Étienne to the Rhône-Alpes 
region, try to develop and promote Saint-
Étienne as an international Capital of Design, 
an effort which already generated events and 
institutes such as the very successful Saint-
Étienne Design Biennial and the Cité du design 
earlier one. I participate set itself the aim to 
make certain segments of the local popula-
tion – going from the school populations to 
the municipal services- more familiar with all 
aspects of design methodology, from its con-
ception up to its realization. Coordinated by 
the socio-cultural center Espace Boris Vian it 
was also meant to be exemplary, and as kick-
off of a work in progress that will extend to 
several other schools in the following year. 
The project was awarded with the Label of the 
Observeur du design and a Golden Award at the 
FIMBACT competition.

I participate in the renovation of my school   
France, 2010-ongoing
www.citedudesign.com
Photo: © Cité du Design

Forum in Monaco. It is currently supporting 
skateboarding projects in Pakistan and Cam-
bodia, while in Kabul the school’s activities 
have come to include a multimedia library and 
international youth exchange project, an arts 
workshops and a student-produced magazine. 
In 2011, the German Federal Foreign Office 
committed to funding a second 6000sqm 
Skateistan facility in Mazar-e Sharif, northern 
Afghanistan. 
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Setting an Example
Rudokan & Kankkunen: Sra Pou Vocational School

The project was initiated by the local NGO 
Blue Tent together with two young Finnish 
architects, Hilla Rudanko and Anssi Kankku-
nen, who had travelled to Cambodia in spring 
2010, when still students at Aalto University’s 
Public building design studio. The studio works 
they produced were supposed to be imagina-
ry, but Rudanko and Kankkunen decided to 
organize the construction of Sra Pou vocatio-
nal school anyway, because there was such an 
urgent need for it and because their design had 
been so well received by the community and 
donors. 

The school building is made out of local mate-
rials with local workforce, since the aim was to 
encourage the community to make the most 
out of the materials that are easily availab-
le, so that the same construction techniques 
could be applied in their future building pro-
jects. As the materials are scarce, the local red 
soil was utilized to make sundried blocks, and 
the entire building is hand-made, a decision 
that allowed employing people from the com-
munity, and kept all techniques simple and 
transferable. The walls repeat the red shade 
of the surrounding earth. They are laid out 
with small holes, so that indirect sunlight and 
gentle wind come in to cool the spaces. The 

The Tang Khiev in Sra Pou are one of 
the underprivileged communities in 
Cambodia, who have been evicted from 
their homes in the city to the surroun-
ding countryside. They lack basic inf-
rastructure, decent built environment 
and secure income. Sra Pou vocational 
school is a training center and commu-
nity building in Sra Pou village that was 
built in as a place for public gathering 
and decision-making, and to offer the 
inhabitants professional training, in 
order to help them in building sustaina-
ble businesses together.  

community space is open, providing comfor-
table shaded outdoor space. The colorful doors 
are visible from far away and are a beacon.

The project continued with a second visit to 
Sra Pou in 2012. The architects monitored the 
functionality of the school building during 
its first year and designed necessary changes 
and amendments together with the commu-
nity. They learned that the handicraft doors 
had not been durable enough, so their design 
was developed further with the local han-
dicraftsmen. They were replaced with solid 
metal ones, which got new colors and artwork 
in a painting workshop. The roof was enhan-
ced and the building‘s maintenance planned 
together with the community.

The school is now owned by the Sra Pou com-
munity, and functioning under the surveil-
lance of Blue Tent NGO. The main activity is 
sewing: the upstairs class accommodates ele-
ven sewing machines bought with microloans, 
which are operated and owned by a society of 
local women. 

A Doorway to Information  
Khalid Arbab & Meraka Institut & CSIR: Digital Drum

Only 10 % of the population of Uganda has 
the possibility to connect to the Internet. A 
majority lives in rural settings, with no access 
to information in general. The Digital Drum 
was jointly developed by Meraka Institute, 
South Africa’s largest group dedicated to ICT 
research, the Council for Scientific Research 
(CSIR) and UNICEF - as a variant on the 

Digital Drum   
Khalid Arbab/Meraka Institut/CSIR
Uganda/South-Africa, 2011 - ongoing
www.unicef.org.au
Photo: © Khali Arbab

Bringing the global internet to the majo-
rity of the Ugandese population proved 
only feasible when adapting the hard-
ware to locally available resources, such 
as discarded oil drums, solar power, and 
simple construction techniques. 

already existing Digital Doorway. Low-cost, 
sturdy, solar-powered, the tanks are pre-loa-
ded with multimedia content on health, edu-
cation, employment training and other servi-
ces, and are more then necessary since they 
the only source available on these subjects. 
The Drum Made it into Time magazine’s list of 
the top 50 inventions for 2011. 

Cinema Jenin   
Marcus Vetter ao
Germany/Palestine, 2010-ongoing
www.cinemajenin.org
Photo: © Cinema Jenin, Daniel Brumund

While the movie The Heart of Jenin was cele-
brated internationally, the Palestinian city 
after which it was named was still lacking a 
place where its very own story could be told. 
The only movie-house in the West Bank town 
had closed in 1987. The decision to reopen the 
cinema emerged and Project Cinema Jenin was 
born. At the initiative of Marcus Vetter, Fakhri 
Hamad and Ismael Khatib, and together with 
a group of enthusiastic locals and foreigners, 
the theater, which was totally dilapidated, 
got a major facelift.  Sponsored by the Ger-
man Government, Cinema Jenin reopened in 
August 2010, showing The Heart of Jenin, and 
featuring plush seating for over 300 people, 
an outdoor cafe, art gallery space, a children‘s 
park and playground, plus a library. Work-
shops in filmmaking, computer-science and 
English were also part of the program. Many 
Palestinians boycotted the cinema though, 
claiming that unmarried men and women 
slept together in the cinema‘s guesthouse, 
and drank alcohol there. Audience numbers 
dwindled. Following death threats that were 
circulated in the mosques in early 2011, part 
of the foreign collaborators were evacuated at 
the request of their governments.  

Holding a Mirror  
Marcus Vetter ao: Cinema Jenin  

Raumlabor is the most famous and success-
ful of a whole series next-generation-studio’s 
in Berlin that have specialised in lightweight 
and volatile experiments in the urban tissue 
– rather than still focusing on the design of 
objects of desire or landmark buildings that 
have eternity in mind. The collective has an 
outspoken preference for small scale, play-
ful and temporary interventions, on difficult 
locations, places that are abandoned, left-over, 
in transition, or wasteland. Its actions decla-
re themselves averse from the linear thinking 
that comes with Grand Utopia’s, and are deve-
loped in a perpetual exchange, dialogue and 
dialectics with the complexity and specificity 
of the site. Their credo: ‘We do not solve pro-
blems. Rather, we initiate processes of urban 
renewal that give actors the opportunity to 
know, understand and use the city and its 
dynamics, as well as its possibilities.’

Basically a collective of 8 architects, the studio 
creates a different team for each new project, 
including experts, but also and particularly 
civilians and local residents that are most like-
ly to know the site the best, since they have to 
deal with it on a daily basis, Their action-based 
approach has taken them to Warsaw, London, 
Liverpool, Paris, Prague, Rome, South Korea 
and New York. But their most famous project 
up till now played in the German Ruhr region, 
where it was organised as part of the European 
Cultural Capital program: the Eichbaumoper. 

Built with a lot of concrete in the 70’s, and lost 
in the eye of a highway intersection between 
the cities of Essen and Mülheim, the Eichbaum 
metro-station corresponded in little to what 
its pastoral name –Oaktree- suggested. It had 
become neglected and vandalized, a place with 

Eichbaumoper   
Raumlabor
Germany, 2010
www.raumlabor.net
Photo: © Raumlabor

nothing but a rough reputation, very much 
symbolizing the downfall of the former indus-
trial region in which it was situated. 

Raumlabor went for the highest contrast pos-
sible in its search for a way to revive the site, 
metamorphosing the dilapidated into the sub-
lime. It temporarily transformed the metro-
station into an opera house, complete with a 
workshop space, conference room, bar, cine-
ma, and art gallery. Invited composers, lib-
rettists and local residents collaborated on an 

GERMANYMaking the Subway Sing
Raumlabor: Eichbaumoper

The Eichbaumoper project in which 
the Berlin-based collective Raumlabor 
temporarily transformed a neglected 
and vandalised metro-station into an 
operahouse- may still serve as one of the 
best examples of the alchemy that can 
turn hell into heaven, with a minimum 
of means, the local residents as the 
main protagonists, and without going 
for an architectural footprint that is 
irreversible.

Not only denouncing the power of the autho-
rities but also of architects when it comes to 
the use of public space, the practice of Santia-
go Cirugeda is borne of the frustration that for 
normal citizens it is almost impossible to take 
action without their approval or complicity. His 
work therefore consists if a series of recipes that 
teach his fellow citizens how to subvert laws, 
regulations, and conventions, by misleading 
the authorities, and ditching the architects. 
The project ‚Public Domain Occupation with 
Skips‘ for instance shows how easy it is to get a 
permit from local council for a skid, which can 
then be used for a series of unorthodox purpo-
ses, while another proposal demonstrates how 
a permit to erect scaffolding for re-painting the 
façade of a building can offer the opportunity 
to build ‚urban reserves‘, such as a balcony and 
outdoor extension. While a substantial part of 
his studio‘s work so far has tackled urban sites 
that have been left over by demolition, unusa-
ble for reasons of active neglect, lack of care or 
abandonment, his tool kit of guidelines and 
instructions for appropriation and occupation 
and ‘antidotes to capitalist and commodified 
space are freely distributed through his website, 
available for anyone to replicate. 

Recetas Urbanas   
Santiago Cirugeda
Spain, 1996-ongoing
www.recetasurbanas.net
Photo: © Santiago Cirugeda

How to Ditch Architects
Santiago Cirugeda: Recetas Urbanas  

Sra Pou Vocational School   
Rudanko + Kankkunen
Cambodia/Finland, 2011-ongoing
www.rudanko-kankkunen.com
Photo: © Architects Rudanko + Kankkunen

opera in which the fears, hopes, dreams and 
memories of the latter went directly into the 
libretto, while the by nature highly artificial 
world of opera was put in a mix with the rou-
tine of the daily reality show, the noise of the 
highway and of the passing metro. 
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that are within walking distance of suppliers. 
It is a system that makes it possible to produce 
in a short time and at low risk. 

Not surprisingly, Made in Sishane has up till 
now not been implemented all too much by 
the local governments. “Not only because our 
project attempts to show the importance these 
networks may have for designers and experi-
mental work, even on an international level,” 
says Aslı Kıyak Ingin,” but also because we try 
to make it clear to the authorities that if the 
workshops are removed from their existing 
market conditions, their networks will rapidly 
dissolve. We also try to put the workshops in 
contact with a new breed of clients: every year 
we bring contemporary designers, both from 
Turkey and abroad and introduce them to the 
local workshops. They work together on design 
objects that are later exhibited. And in the end 
it works for both parties since they learn so 
much from each other.”

The particular structure of networks such 
as the one in Sishane, also largely defines 
the uniqueness of the local design langua-
ge, which is partly characterised by what one 
could describe as a Backgammon Princip-
le. One of Istanbul leading designers, Alper 
Böler, explains this principle as such: “We 
Turks have an approach to life that may seem 
quite unorthodox to Europeans. Our favorite 
game is backgammon. Unlike chess, backgam-
mon is a game that is played fast, by intuiti-
on, improvised, and direct. It doesn’t involve 
too much thinking ahead, and it is guided by 
the here-and-now and by chance. That is an 
approach that also defines the local design 
world. We take the easy route and simplify the 
design process to making-things-function. 
When there’s a problem we want it to get out 
of the way as fast as possible, and as long as 
things work, in whatever way and however it 
looks, we’re happy. Therefore, a quick fix is 
our favorite method. It offers a good alterna-
tive to a global design industry that is living 
on steroids, while betting on high-tech and 
mass production, neglecting human resour-
ces, and doing away with values like diversi-
ty. And it is the opposite of what you’ll find in 
Europe, where design is linked to an extremely 
logical process and long-term planning, but 
the whole system blocks when it is confron-
ted with an unexpected problem. In times like 
these, it is not difficult to see what system will 
be superior.”

Green Machine
Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg & Sasha Pohflepp

The Growth Assembly
The drawings by Sion Ap Tomos that come 
with The Growth Assembly look rather tradi-
tional, and yet they show the herbicide sprayer 
of the future, and a vision that is extreme-
ly radical: the sprayer itself is an assembly of 
plants, and does away with the machine and 
robot as we know them, replacing mechani-
cal production process by genetically altered 
organisms that could be grown, and no longer 
need to be manufactured. A product’s design 
would be coded from the very start into the 
DNA, after which we would only have to wait 
for the ‘natural logic of self-organisation’ of 
the plant to do its work, following our instruc-
tions. Once fully developed the components 

The Growth Assembly   
Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg/Sasha Pohflepp
Great Britain
www.daisyginsberg.com
Photo: © Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg/Sasha Pohflepp

could simply be harvested. The system might 
also make the current distribution network 
obsolete, and do away wit its massive foot-
print. Shops could evolve into factory farms, 
where the licensed products are grown and 
sold on the spot. Shipping products around 
the world would no longer be needed, since 
only seeds would still have to be transported.

Individualizing the Machine  
Mischer’ Traxler: The Idea of a Tree & Collective Works 

The Idea of a Tree, started from the premise that 
every tree is a product of a specific time and 
place, constantly recording and integrating 
various environmental impacts in its growth 
process. The goal of the project was to see how 
these qualities could be transferred to machi-
nes and their products, combining natural 
input with a mechanical and serial process in 
an autonomous production. mischer‘traxler 
created a solar-powered machine that makes 
furniture, with the shape and color of each 
product determined by the amount of sun-
light available during the manufacturing pro-
cess. The machine ‘grows’ benches, containers 
and lampshades by drawing threads through a 
tank of dye and subsequently a basin of resin, 
and finally winding them around a rotating 
mold. The speed at which the machine spins 
the mold and draws the thread is dictated by 
the amount of sunlight. Each piece takes one 
whole day to make, the variations in thickness 
and color-saturation depending on the chan-
ges in daylight and shadow throughout the 
day. Since the machine automatically starts 
producing at sunrise and stops at sunset, 
the length and height of the resulting object 
depends on the sun hours of the day. , 

In Collective Works the production process 
only functions when people pay attention 
to the machine. Responding to its audience, 
the process translates the flow of people in 
the machine’s surroundings and the interest 
they show into the object that is being made. 
Production starts when a first person approa-
ches: a wooden 24 mm wide veneer strip is 

The Idea of a Tree   
Mischer’ Traxler
Austria, 2008-2011
www.mischertraxler.com
Photo: © Mischer’ Traxler

Whether it is nature, and the way in 
which the growth of a tree is dependent 
on sunlight and natural cycles, or the 
attention paid by the audience - recent 
experiments of Katharina Mischer 
and Thomas Traxler focus on the way 
machines almost become individuals 
when natural or human characteristics 
become the basis of their manufactu-
ring process – with an outcome that is 
always different. 

pulled through a glue basin and slowly coils 
up around a 20 mm thick wooden base. As 
the turning platform with the base moves 
downwards, the veneer strip slowly builds 
up a basket. A mold is not needed, since the 
material supports itself and does not collapse 
when being coiled up. When another viewer 
joins to watch the process, color is added to 
the veneer with a marker, activated by sensors 
in the frame of the machine. When one per-
son is watching, one sensor is activated and 
the machine starts winding. When two are 
watching, a second sensor comes into action: 
a marker with a light tone color is pressed to 
the veneer, and colors it. Up to four markers 

Maya Pedal: People 
Powered Machine

Maya Pedal is a NGO based in San Andrés 
Itzapa. Its activities range from bike repair 
services, and the selling of bikes donated by 
American and Canadian partner organiza-
tions, to what makes the workshop truly par-
ticular: the reconversion of old bicycles into 
a range of Bicimaquinas or „people-powered 
machines“. Pedal-driven, these devices serve 
for applications that would otherwise require 
electricity or gas, which may not be available 
and are very expensive, or hand power, which 
takes five times more energy than leg power. 
The Bicimaquina designs already developed 
include bike-powered washing machines, nut-
shellers, blenders, and mobility trikes and trai-
lers. They are easy to use and maintain, are not 
polluting, can be built using locally available 
materials, and free the user from rising energy 
costs. The workshop is managed by its foun-
der Carlos Marroquin, the inventor behind 
the Bicimaquinas, and is staffed by volunteers 
from around the world. They produce between 
two and five Bicimaquinas a month, and up 
to fifty a year. Some designs have been made 
available online, via downloadable fact sheets. 

People Powered Machine   
Maya Pedal
Guatemala, 1997-ongoing
www.mayapedal.org 
www.carlosmarroquin.com 
Photo: © Maya Pedal

Saving the Backgammon Principle  
Made in Sishane

Made in Sishane 
Turkey, 2006 - ongoing
http://www.bioalloy.org/projects/micro-be.html
http://madeinsishane.blogspot.com
Photo: © Anna Pannekoek

One of the major elements that define 
the uniqueness of the Istanbul design 
scene and of what could be described as 
its Backgammon approach - the gigan-
tic networks of workshops cum shops or 
Han that do not so much compete than 
complement each other, is under serious 
threat of dissolving, largely as a result of 
the gentrification- and tourism-centred 
policy of the local administration and 
municipality, and Istanbul’s culture, 
entertainment and real-estate industry. 
The campaigning group Made in Sisha-
ne has set itself the aim to demonstrate 
that flexible networks in areas like the 
one in the Sishane still have enormous 
potential, especially at times when clas-
sic industry models based on mass-pro-
duction are failing.  

The historic Sishane district is a small but 
densely populated area in Istanbul’s Beyoglu 
city centre. It is also one of the most cons-
piciuous examples of the insatiable more is 
more or çok çok mentality that rules Istan-
bul. Streets are lined with shops, all similar 
with each one next to the other, their win-
dows crowded with an impossible array of 
light fixtures. But even more thrilling are the 
numerous small workshops cum shops that 
can be found all the way up in the buildings, 
most of which were originally houses or apart-
ment blocks. 

Sishane was already a mayor commercial cen-
ter in pre-Ottoman and Genoese times. It 
became even more important in the last deca-
des of the Ottoman Empire, due to its proxi-
mity to Galata Port, the main customs gate 
where all modern goods from the Western 
world entered the Empire. With electricity 
rapidly becoming the dominant technology 
the financial and banking sector that was ori-
ginally based in this area had gradually been 
overtaken by technology-based companies 
and shops selling and producing electrical and 
lighting equipment - stores and wholesalers, 
suppliers, importers and manufacturers - all 
looking for a homebase near the Pera customs.

The reputation of what once was Turkey’s 
main lighting centre has been rapidly fading 
over recent decades though. Its produc-
tion capacity has come heavily under threat 
because of the popularity of cheaper goods 
from the Far East and notably China. Local 
administration also decided to move small 
workshops out of the city centre as a result of 
a tourism-oriented policy, while  Investors are 
eagerly eyeing the Sishane district and the lost 
glamour of its dilapidated buildings.

Gentrification, that first started in Istanbul 
in the 1980s around the Bosphorus, is also 
hitting the Sishane district, turning it into 
the new core of Istanbul’s culture and enter-
tainment industry. Renovated apartments are 
rapidly being transformed into trendy bou-
tiques, hotels, bars, restaurants, galleries, and 
designer shops. The influx of higher-income 
groups also results in an increase in prices of 
the real estate. 

Made in Sishane is a campaigning group that 
wants to save the local lighting industry from 
disappearing, partly because of the uniqueness 
of its network. “The production in an area like 
Sishane differs from large factories in that it 
functions through a network spread over the 
area rather than through a single factory,” 
says its founder, Aslı Kıyak Ingin, “ The shops 
and workshops that are part of this network 
do not so much compete than complement 
each other. It is not only unusual when a cus-
tomer requires an item that a shop does not 
have on sale, a person from the shop goes out 
and gets the item from another shop while the 
customer is served free tea or coffee, or that 
during production a design makes a number 
of stops by several craftsmen and workshops 
that each handle one phase of the process and 

can stain the veneer strip simultaneously. The 
resulting outcome varies in color and size, in 
line with the overall interaction time. A bas-
ket – a vessel made to collect– thus becomes a 
collection of data, depending on various vie-
wers –a collective- to produce colorful results. 
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NETHERLANDS

 “Opening up the Fence” was created for Cas-
coland, an international collaborative project 
in inner city Johannesburg that invites artists 
and designers to engage themselves in commu-
nities in order to activate and develop public 
space. In 2007 Cascoland took place at the Drill 
Hall, a protected historical site of great symbo-
lic value, since in the ’50 and ’60 it had served 
as the location for the treason trials). Together 
with the surrounding Hillbrow/Jubert park area 
it had undergone a dramatic physical and social 
transformation over the past decade, to become 
one of the world’s most violent neighborhoods 
– as the home to immigrants from all over Afri-
ca, in search of a roof and a job in the city.   
The neighborhood also lacked the basic pub-
lic facilities to cope with an urban environ-
ment of this size and intensity. The sidewalks 
were home for numerous small businesses car 
washers, mechanics, electricians, car-stereo 
technicians, snack- and cigarettes vendors, etc. 
- providing services for the hundreds of mini-
van taxis that offered the only means of trans-
port to and from the townships and used the 
square as an unofficial pit. It was a well-orga-
nized micro-economy, creating jobs for many 
and providing quick and efficient service, but 
not approved by the city authorities. The need 
for seating facilities was obvious, both for these 
workers and for the public waiting for the taxis. 

Informal Mechanics
Jair Straschnow/BertKramer
Netherland/Israel/South Africa, 2007
www.straschnow.com 
www.bertkramer.com
Photo: © Jair Straschnow

By opening up a fence that surrounded 
an historical site of great symbolic impor-
tance in what had become one of the 
world’s most violent neighborhoods, the 
Dutch-Israeli designer Jair Straschnow 
tried to create an ‘infrastructure for a dia-
logue’, offering comfort to the numerous 
illegal businesses that had formed. 

BHUTAN

The Quality of Failure  
Johan Kramer & Matthijs de Jongh:

Buthan vs Montserrat 
The Other Final

Just hours before the World Cup final in 2002, 
the two lowest national football teams on 
FIFA-rankings, Bhutan and Montserrat, com-
peted in an official FIFA sanctioned friendly 
match for the title of world’s worst interna-
tional team at the Changlimithang in the 
Bhutan capital, Timphu, turning the rules of 
the Société du Spectacle upside down. Separa-
ted halfway across the globe, the two countries 
could hardly be more different. Chances are 
also that they would never have heard of each 
other, let alone we of them, if there hadn’t 
been the final. Bhutan, also known as the 
Land of the Thunder Dragon, and at that time 
the FIFA’s youngest member,  ranked 202nd, is 
a tiny Himalayan nation,  tucked away at the 
top of India, near the border with China. Its 
Buddhist  tradition is still in evidence every-
where. As to the Caribean Istand Montserrat: 
its only claim to fame comes from the still 
active volcano that regularly wraps the place 
in a cloud of ashes. When not fighting the 

The Other Final
Johan Kramer/Matthijs de Jonhbhutan 
vs Montserrat
Bhutan/Montserrat/Netherlands, 2002 
Photo: © Johan Kramer

FRANCE
Exploring the possibilities of an urban inter-
stice by transforming it into a collectively 
managed eco-lab. Initiated in 2006 in St. Blai-
se area, in the East of Paris, the project enga-
ged a partnership between local government 
structures, local organizations, inhabitants of 
the area and a professional association that 
runs training programs in eco-construction. 
Parallel with the construction of the physical 
space, different social and cultural networks 
emerged out of the project. 

NETHERLANDS
Totally in line with his famous Chest of Dra-
wers, Bag Chair, and Milk Bottle Lamp, this 
Playground Fence by Tejo Remy, created with 
his partner René Veenhuizen for a school in 
the Dutch town Dordrecht, is another take 
at the typical Droog “reclaimed” or “recyc-
led” design approach, of which he may well 
be called the inventor – be it that this time it 
is not the material or object itself but its lan-
guage and vernacular that is being reinvented. 
The added protrusions and recessions allow 
for more interaction between the people on 
either sides of the fence, providing seats, ben-
ches, nooks and play-spaces for children from 
7 to 77. 

Ontmoetingshek
Tejo Remy & Rene Veenhuizen
Netherlands, 2004
www.remyveenhuizen.nl 
Photo: © Remy & Veenhuizen

Exploiting the In-between 
Atelier d’Architecture Autogérée:

LE 56/Eco-Interstice

nuisances that come with this, its inhabitants 
let themselves drive on a Reggae rhythm. 

The idea for the match came from the Dutch 
football-mad ad agency director and film-
maker Johan Kramer and Matthijs de Jongh, 
while pondering the quality of failure after 
Holland never made it to the World Cup Final. 
About 25.000 of the 40.000 inhabitants of 
Thimpu assisted to the match, which also 
became the subject of a filmed documentary. 
Both teams won: Bhutan trashed Montserrat 
4-0, and therefore Montserrat won the title.  

The Amsterdam-based but Israeli-born designer 
Jair Straschnow and Bert Kramer made it their 
goal to activate the public space surrounding 
the hall, which stood gated off and isolated 
from the surrounding streets, by transforming 
the fence that created a physical barrier bet-
ween the compound and the outside world into 
its opposite: an infrastructure for a dialogue. 
While a fence almost by definition marks the 
border between inside and outside, legal and 
illegal, and mine and yours, the project was 
to diffuse those definitions. “We opened the 
site up,” says Straschnow. In trying to change 
perspectives, they removed and shifted some 
elements and interweaved others with metal 
seating for the public – placing the seats lite-
rally on both sides of the fence, creating room 
for the ‚informal mechanics’ of the numerous 
illegal and semi-legal micro-economical 
practices. 

CHINA

An installation by Chinese artist and architect 
Ling Fan in Pudong Zhangjiang hi-tech park 
in Shanghai. Challenging sculptural icono-
graphy : people were encouraged to ‚hop on!‘ 
and touch it, smell it, use it and sense it, while 
the thin structure moved gently under their 
weight.  

Floating Garden
Ling Fan
China 2009
www.fatflatfloat.com
Photo: © Ling Fan

TURKEY

If we stick to the official number of inhabi-
tants in Istanbul, the city only offers 6 square 
meters of green per capita, and one single 
square meter of so-called active green that 
can also be used for recreation or sports. The 
project Mobile Gardens for the 21st centu-
ry by Istanbul based designer and landscape 
architect Gürsan Ergil took this as a starting 
point for a series of propositions, that aim 
at introducing new and mobile typologies of 
gardens in the cityscape next to the already 
existing ones: Rolling, Swinging, Floating, and 
Raising Gardens that make a more flexible use 
of the sparse space that is available. Turks have 
nomadic origins. What’s more: in Ottoman 
times show gardens were carried by the guild 
of gardeners on the wheeled charts during the 
parades of special celebrations. These were also 
elements that helped Ergil to develop his Mobi-
le Gardens. Images: drawing for the Spagat, 
Design Istanbul Tasarimi exhibition, MARTa 
Herford Museum, Germany, 2010. Miniature 
painting showing a garden on wheels. from 
Surname-i Humayun or The Imperial Book of 
the Festival, published in 1720. The paintings 
depict the festival organized on the occasion 

Mobile Gardens
Gürsan Ergil
Turkey, 2010
www.gursanergil.com/
Photo: © Ling Fan

Bring Your Own Green
Gürsan Ergil: Mobile Gardens

CHINA

Like other cities in China, Qinhuangdao is 
experiencing fast growth, and the park had 
to answer the need for recreation of its bur-
geoning community. When they received 
the commission from the Landscape Bureau 
of Qinhuangdao City in 2005, Beijing-based 
Turenscape and its founder/president Kong-
jian Yu, who was also the main designer of 
this project, wanted to meet these demands 
while at the same time preserving the natu-
ral environment and creating a space with a 
unique design. The Red Ribbon came up as the 
solution: a more than 500 meter long struc-
ture of fiber steel that winds its way along the 
curving riverbank. Together with the board-
walk that runs beside it, the structure offers 
a place where city dwellers can meet, exercise, 

The Red Ribbon
Kongjian Fu/Turemscape/ THe Graduated School 
of Landscape Architecture Peking University
China, 2005-ongoing
www.turenscape.com
Photo: © Kongjian Fu

When Qinhuangdao City in Hebei Pro-
vince commissioned the design firm 
Turenscape to transform an overgrown 
piece of land along the Tanghe River 
into an urban oasis, the studio gave new 
life to the huge garbage-laden terrain 
with one sweeping gesture that - in kee-
ping with its philosophy of minimum 
intervention- was as simple as it was 
effective, offering the city a park and 
a future, by updating the inhabitants’ 
collective memory and an age old ritual 
of the past. 

relax, or learn about the environment. In kee-
ping with Turenscape’s philosophy it interfe-
res as little as possible in the ecology of the 
local landscape. Old irrigation structures that 
might prove dangerous to visitors were remo-
ved from the area and other waste was cleaned 
up. However, the diverse, naturally growing 
vegetation at the site was left largely alone, 
enhanced only by the planting of four peren-
nial flower gardens. Lit from within, visually 
enticing, fluent, light, simple, and of an extra-
ordinary poetry that immediately invokes ele-
ments of the Chinese past and culture, such 

Celebration Path 
Kongjian Yu & Turenscape

The Red Ribbon

as the Chinese Ribbon Dance, a traditional and 
universally known ritual of celebration, The 
Red Ribbon glows at night. But even during the 
day, its vivid lacquered color offers a striking 
complement to its lush green surroundings. 

of the circumcision of the Prince while details 
of the mobile parade gardens relieves the gene-
ral characteristics of the 16thcentury Ottoman 
garden culture. 

The Vernacular Re-Invented
Tejo Remy & René Veenhuizen: 

Ontmoetingshek 

Pushing Informal Mechanics
Jair Straschnow & Bert Kramer: 

Opening up the Fence 

A Hop-On Bench  
Ling Fan:

Floatin Garden

LE 56
Atelier d‘Architecture Autogérée
France, 2006-ongoing
www.urbantactics.org 
photo: © Atelier d‘Architecture Autogérée
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KOREA When people prefer to violate the law by  
walking next to a crossing instead of on it, 
why not adapt the law, and make the cross-
walk follow the people’s movements?  

Ergo Crosswalk
Jae Min Lim
Korea, 2010 
Photo: © Jae Min Lim

Jae Min Lim: Ergo Crosswalk

RWANDA

Numerous are the wheelchairs that have 
been developed over the latest years. Many 
of them, all-terrain, specifically aim at the 
developing world. But the problems coming 
with cost and spare pieces often remain a 
hurdle that is impossible to take. During a 
workshop at a Rwanda hospital Spanish desi-
gners Josep Mora and Clara Romaní revam-
ped an ubiquitous and cheap monobloc by 
affixing him to standard wheelchair wheels 
with some simple metallic corners and 
screws, thus allowing the locals to make a 
cheap wheelchair themselves.  

DIY-Wheelchairs
Josep Mora/Clara Romaní
Rwanda
www.josepmora.info 
Photo: © Josep Mora

Josep Mora & 
Clara Romaní

DIY-Wheelchairs

USA

Conceived and developed by students for the 
Kobenhavns Kommune  to overcome the four 
main obstacles to getting people on bikes - dis-
tance, topography, infrastructure and safety. The 
sleek red hub contains a motor, batteries and 
an internal gear system – and allows to capture 
the energy dissipated while cycling and braking 
and to save it for when cyclists need a bit of a 
boost. Controlled through the driver’s smart 
phone, the latter can be used to unlock and lock 
the bike, change gears and select to what degree 
the motor assists. Its sensing unit also maps 
the driver’s effort level and information about 

The Copenhagen Wheel
SENSEable City Laboratory
USA, 2008-ongoing
http://senseable.mit.edu/copenhagenwheel 
www.mit.edu 
photo: © Max Tomasinelli, www.maxtomasinelli.com

Network Biking 
SENSEable City Lab: The Copenhagen Wheel

ZAMBIA

Originally intended to create bicycles that were 
made by Zambians for Zambians, and in parti-
cular the underprivileged or pastors, teachers, 
and medical workers, Zambikes was founded in 
2007 on the initiative of Dustin McBride and 
Vaughn Spethmann, two Americans who had 
caught the idea when visiting the country on 
a University Missions trip a few years earlier. 
The success of the sturdy and brightly yellow 
bikes is such that the range soon expanded to 
Zambulances (bicycle ambulances), the Zam-
cart (cargo bicycle trailer), and bamboo bicycle 
frames that are designed for the global market. 
As a for profit social enterprise, the company 
is nevertheless grounded on ‘biblical princip-
les’, its major aim being to empower individu-
als to fight the mindset of poverty and address 
the economic and social needs of Zambia.

Zambikes
Zambia, 2007-ongoing
www.zambikes.org 
Photo: © Zambikes

From bamboo 
bike to Zambulance

Zambikes

SWEDENSymbolizing the Impossible  
Anna Haupt & Teresa Alstin: Hövding

Hövding (‘chieftain’ in Swedish) is a helmet 
unlike any other. It consists of a discreet collar 
worn around the neck like a scarf or snood, 
with a folded up airbag-like hood inside that 
deploys in case of an impact. It is ergonomic, 
practical, and easy to carry around. It complies 
with safety requirements, and is designed to be 
unobtrusive. Haupt and Alstin, both industri-
al designers, saw it as a utopian challenge to 
create the invisible helmet: “If people say it’s 
impossible, we have to prove them wrong.” 

Slightly bulky, the collar is covered by a remo-
vable shell that can be changed to match the 
rest of the outfit. Inside, tucked within the 
shell, the Hövding contains the inflatable 
device, plus a helium cartridge, and a sensor 
unit with a host of built-in gyroscopes and 
movement-detecting accelerometers. The 
collar springs into action when this trigger 
mechanism picks up motions that deviate and 
are specific to bike crash scenarios, sending a 
signal to the cold gas inflator, one of the smal-
lest on the market. The nylon airbag takes only 
a tenth of a second to fully inflate. It main-
tains constant pressure for several seconds, 

Hövding   
Anna Haupt/Teresa Alstin
Sweden
www.hovding.com 
Photo: © Hövding

Tests have recently shown that the world’s first ‘invisible’ Hövding bike helmet, 
invented by Anna Haupt and Teresa Alstin, is not just an accessory that can do away 
with helmet hair and other fashionista problems, but can be up to three times as 
safe as the conventional helmet.  

making it able to withstand several impacts - 
after which it slowly starts to deflate.

Haupt and Alstin ran the helmet through 
extensive tests, to recreate every possible col-
lision and to teach the sensor the difference 
between falling from a bike and, say, waving 
to a friend. At the front of the collar there is 
a LED logo that lights up when the Hövding 
is on. To prevent the airbag inflating unex-
pectedly, it can be turned on and off using a 
snap fastener on the zip at the front. A black 
box records 10 seconds of sensor data on the 
bicyclist‘s movement patterns during (and just 
before) a cycling accident. 

After seven years of research the ’symbol of 
the impossible’ is now also on the market. The 
Swedish insurance company Folksam recent 
chose recently tested the 13 most popular hel-
mets for adults, using more rigorous criteria 
than required by law. Hövding proved to be by 
far the best cycle helmet. “More than three 
times as good as the best conventional cycle 
helmet,” says Helena Stigson, traffic researcher 
at Folksam. This said: it also retail at around 
ten times the price of a conventional helmet, 
400 Euros, while for safety reasons, the airbag 
is good for only one use. So it may come as a 
small comfort that returning a deployed or 
expired Hövding for recycling earns you a 15 % 
discount for a new one.  

VENEZUELATraveling in Amor  
Alfredo Brillenbourg, Hubert Klumpner & Urban-Think Tank

Metro Cable, San Agustín, Caracas

The Metro Cable San Agustín was commissi-
oned by C.A. Metro de Caracas and construc-
ted as an extension of the local metro sys-
tem.  The hills surrounding the city center of 
Caracas have long been the sites of barrios — 
informal settlements populated by poor, rural 
migrants. About sixty percent of the city’s five 
million inhabitants live in such communities, 
but due to their illegal status these areas have 
never been formally connected with public 
transit or other civic services. The result was 
a seemingly inexorable social divide between 
the center and the outskirts in the mountains 
ringing it. 

Metro Cable was inspired by a grassroots cam-
paign against the construction of new bus rou-
tes that would have entailed demolishing one 
third of the vibrant San Agustín Barrio, home 
to 40,000 people. Urban-Think Tank made a 
proposal to the city in 2003 that argued for 
a fast and effective alternative: a gondola 
lift system, which would intrude minimally 
and selectively into the existing urban fabric. 
Urban-Think Tank was founded in Caracas in 

Metro Cable, San Agustín, Caracas  
Alfredo Brillenbourg/Hubert Klumpner
Urban-Think Tank
Venezuela, 2003-2010 
www.u-tt.com
Photo: © Metro Cable San Agustín Caracas

When Caracas decided to connect the 
poor and isolated mountainside San 
Agustin barrio to downtown center, 
studio Urban-Think Tank persuaded 
the authorities to build a cable car sys-
tem with a minimal footprint, instead 
of new streets that would have entailed 
demolishing one third of the homes 
in the vibrant barrio. Built as a tool of 
social reform, its stations also function 
as community centers housing a broad 
network of much-needed services, tur-
ning  Metro Cable Caracas into a world-
wide example.   

1993 by Alfredo Brillembourg. In 1998 he was 
joined by Hubert Klumpner. As a multidiscipli-
nary studio, with offices in Zurich, New York, 
Caracas and São Paulo, Urban-Think Tank 
focuses on the development of strategies for 
upgrading informal settlements. 

The Caracas Metro Cable started construc-
tion in 2007. The city’s first completed line 
stretches in a broad 2.1 km arc. Opened for 
regular service in January 2010 it has five 
stops, including the uppermost terminus. 
Built from aluminum, and adorned with 
imperatives such as Sacrificio, Moral, Liber-
tad, Edquidad, Humanismo, and Amor, the 
cabins seat a maximum of eight people. High 
above Caracas, the cable cars are a distinct 
feature of the city landscape, giving great 

CANADA
A Glitch in the Matrix  

Peter Gibson: Roadsworth

There were also influences such as the work of 
land artist Andy Goldsworthy. And 9/11 did 
not paralyze him, on the contrary: “The event 
had the strangely liberating effect of making 
me feel I had nothing to lose”. Roadsworth 
began painting bicycle symbols around the 
streets of Montreal, mimicking official bike 
paths, as a form of activism rooted in indigna-
tion and a desire for more of such paths. It was 
also a questioning of „car culture“ in general, 

Roadsworth  
Peter Gibson
Canada, 2001-ongoing
http://roadsworth.com/
Photo: © Peter Gibson

More than anything else it was 9/11 
that made the Canadian Peter Gibson 
go out on the streets, to become the 
legendary Roadsworth, denouncing ‘a 
society bent on oil, over-consumption, 
and hyper-individualism, complacent 
and unable to overcome its own inertia’, 
and questioning ‘the hypocrisy impli-
cit in the notion that public space is 
democratic when in fact it caters more 
to corporations than it does to everyday 
citizens’. His painting activism revoluti-
onized street art: “In the spirit of Mar-
cel Duchamp, all I had to do was paint a 
mustache on the Mona Lisa, to introdu-
ce a glitch in the matrix.”   

says Roadsworth, and the numerous ills this 
engenders, from traffic congestion and smog 
to obese children, pollution, global warming, 
war etc. 

His work soon developed and expanded into a 
language around street markings and other ele-
ments of the urban landscape, using a prima-
rily stencil-based technique, open-ended, not 
preachy: “Not only was I lacking the confidence 
to issue slogan-like generalizations about issu-
es I did not fully comprehend, I was also aware 
of a personal degree of complicity.” In the fall 
of 2004 and after leaving some 300 works on 
the street Gibson was caught ‘red handed‘ and 
taken into custody by Montreal Police. He was 
charged with 51 counts of mischief, but recei-
ved a very light sentence after a public cam-
paign in his favor: ”The ‘vandalism’ that I and 
many street artists have practiced has to be con-
sidered in the context of the industrial vanda-
lism that’s a part of our everyday lives. (…) This 
is evident by the prevalence and acceptance of 
corporate advertising on one hand and an into-
lerance for individual expression on the other 
whether it be in the form of graffiti or a poster 
affixed to a telephone pole advertising a local 
band, piano lessons or a lost cat. Some would 
say that relinquishing barriers to public expres-
sion is to invite anarchy but I would argue that 
a certain form of anarchy already exists: corpo-
rate anarchy.” 

visibility to the barrios that were formerly 
officially non-existent. 

Due to the Metro Cable a normal 2,5 hour 
commute is now only 20 minutes. The line 
is able to transport up to 1,200 people per 
hour in each direction. It also introduced 
several technical novelties, such as the fact 
that it is the first to implement a 90degree 
turn. But, even more important: built as a 
tool of social reform, its stations have been 
built on stilts to have minimal footprints. In 
addition to being transportation hubs, they 
are also meant to serve as community cen-
ters, and to house a broad network of servi-
ces such as daycare, libraries, police stations, 
markets and even theatres and other cultural 
and recreational programs. In fact, only 7 % 
of the total cost, 250 million euros, went to 
building transit system itself, the additional 
money went to the community centers and 
compensation for land expropriations. Cur-
rently studies are underway to set up other 
cable car lines in Caracas, while the San 
Agustin line also inspired similar projects on 
an international level. 

the surroundings, including pollution levels, 
traffic congestion and road conditions in real-
time. Still in a prototype phase and quite heavy it 
could be bolted to any bike, transforming it into 
a smart and hybrid ‘e-bike’ that is constantly in 
touch with a whole social network.



URBAN AND RURAL INTERVENTIONISTS MAP 1 URBAN AND RURAL INTERVENTIONISTS 39MAP 138

AUSTRALIA
A guerilla action created by JWT agency for 
the ongoing Stop Child Abuse Now campaign 
of the Australian Childhood Foundation: hid-
den by wall posters child sized mannequins 
were placed on different locations in Mel-
bourne. Only legs and feet of the mannequins 
were left visible behind the poster that was 
white all over, except for the message: “Neg-
lected Children are made to feel invisible”. In 
a second stage the mannequins disappeared, 
and on the spot where the poster was torn, as 
if the mannequins had broken out, another 
sentence was revealed: “Thank you for seeing 
me”. 

Stop Child Abuse Now
Australien Childhood Foundation/JWT Agency
Australia, 2009
www.childhood.org.au 
Photo: © Childhood

Australian Childhood Foundation 
& JWT Agency

Stop Child Abuse

BULGARIA
War memorials have often become little more 
than painful reminders of Soviet rule for the 
countries in Eastern Europe that threw off their 
communist shackles in the late 1980s and early 
1990s. Having also become fair game to graffiti 
artists, their future remains a thorny point of 
discussion. Built to mark and commemorate 
the tenth anniversary of the Russian‚ liberati-
on‘ of Nazi-allied Bulgaria in 1944, the giant 
Soviet Army monument in the Bulgarian capital 

Mowing with the times
Bulgaria, 2001 
photo: © Stoyan Nenov/Reuters

Moving with the Times
Anonymous

CZECH REPUBLIC

Re-inventing a rotating billboard into a mer-
ry-go-round tackles the advertising industry 
and its reason of being, with the help of some 
simple carabiners and climbing rope: after 
mounting the structure via its maintenance 
ladder, each secured his cables to the billbo-
ard scaffolding before lowering himself down 

Kolotoc
Vojtech Frölich/Ondrej Mlady/Jan Simanek
Vladimir Turner
Czech Republic
http://vojtechfrohlich.blogspot.de/
Photo: © Vojtech Frölich

Vojtech Frölich, Ondrej Mlady, 
Jan Simanek & Vladimir Turner

Kolotoc

USA
Once a single mother on welfare, Magda Sayeg 
got her start in 2005, when she knit a small 
cozy for the door handle of her Houston bou-
tique. Customers liked it, so with the help of 
a friend she covered a stop sign and soon was 
giving other signs and poles all over Houston 
the same treatment. She founded Knitta,Please 
the group credited with spawning an yarn 
bombing movement that has its practitioners 
all over the world, with websites, blogs and 
coffee table books following all the latest deve-
lopments of the knit graffiti aesthetics. When 
Absolut Vodka sponsored the covering of a city 
bus in Mexico City with knitted and croche-
ted vintage blankets in 2008, in the vibrant, 
bright, and almost psychedelic color mixture 
that has become her signature style, with hot 
pink at the center, Sayeg’s name as the Mother 

Yarn Bombing
Magda Sayeg & Knitta
USA
www.magdasayeg.com 
Photo: © Magda Sayeg 

Mother of Yarn (Bombing)
Magda Sayeg & Knitta, Please

NORWAY

In the summer of 2008, the Norwegian 
government invited two well-known local 
street artists, Dolk and Pøbel, to make aban-
doned warehouses and houses more attractive. 
Most surprisingly, the artists headed for the 
Lofoten islands, often hailed as the world’s 
most beautiful archipelago, but certainly also 
one of the world’s most isolated, far up north 
of the country. It became the start of Ghetto 
Spedalsk, a project in which both artists had 
set themselves the aim to move street art into 
no mans land, the urban into the rural, and 
the center into the periphery. The artists pain-
ted several stencils on 20 abandoned houses, 
in plain countryside, several drawings covering 
the whole façade. The resonance was enor-
mous, and the project was continued later on. 
It also lead to „LIVING DECAY (fairy tales in 
the middle of nowhere)“, a documentary-film. 

Ghetto Spedalsk
Dolk (Lundgren) & Pøbel
Norway, 2008
www.dolk.no 
Photo: © Dolk Lundgren

To Move The City To No Man’s Land
Dolk (Lundgren) & Pøbel: Ghetto Spedalsk

PERU

In Peru, home to more than 70% of the 
world‘s tropical glaciers, global warming has 
already melted away 22% of them in the last 
30 years. The remaining ones could disappear 
in 20 years if measures are not taken. While 
Peru‘s environment minister, Antonio Brack, 
recently claimed that Peru would need 350 
m Euros a year to mitigate climate change, 
in a remote corner of the Peruvian Andes the 
55-year-old Peruvian inventor, Eduardo Gold 
had already started to take action. On the 
Chalon Sombrero, 4,756 metres above sea level, 
in an area that had long been denuded of its 
snow, he had begun to whiten the peak with 
the help of inhabitants of the village below 
and a mix from three simple and environ-
mentally - friendly ingredients, lime, indust-
rial egg white and water - a laborious process 
but they succeed in whitewashing a hectare a 
week. Eduardo Gold’s idea is based on the sim-
ple scientific principle that when sunlight is 
reflected off a white or light-colored surface, 
solar energy passes back through the atmos-
phere and out into space, rather than war-
ming the earth‘s surface. Changing the albedo 
(a measure of how strongly an object reflects 
light) of the rock surface would bring about 
a cooling of the peak‘s surface, which in turn 
would generate a cold micro-climate around 
the peak. Since cold generates more cold, just 
as heat generates more heat, the whitewash 
might thus recreate all the climatic conditions 
necessary for a new glacier to form. Some dis-
miss the idea as just plain daft, but The World 
Bank clearly believed the idea had its merit 
as it was one of the 26 winners from around 
1,700 submissions in the „100 Ideas to Save 
the Planet“ competition at the end of 2009. 

The Snowmaker
Eduardo Gold
Peru, 2009 
photo: ©

The Snowmaker
Eduardo Gold

USA
As the most successful illustrator of the New 
York Times, Paul Sahre may be a respectable 
man, but it was equally typical of his conta-
gious and over-enthusiast approach that what 
began as a commission to design the cover 
art for the release of the Join Us album by the 
American rock group They Might be Giants 
immediately lead to an avalanche of collateral 
branding, such as digital art for iTunes, digi-
tal booklets, t-shirts, ads, and a downloadable 
PDF with instructions for building your own 
tabletop version of the pink monster truck 
hearse that it featured on the cover. After back 
and forth conversation between the group and 
Sahre, the latter -with no allocated budget or 
initial sign- even printed the PDF at and epic 
3400% and began making the life-sized hear-
se in paper and cardboard, in view of a video-
clip. What he initially thought would take just 
a few days to make, nearly lasted 4 months. 
Some 550sqm of cardboard was used, and the 
hearse weighed 230 kilo. Eight people had to 
lift and turn the monster in order to steer it.  
They were able to roll it for 30 meters, before 
the tires collapsed.  

Life Suze Paper Monster
Paul Sahre
USA, 2011
www.paulsahre.com 
Photo: © Paul Sahre

Paul Sahre
Life Suze 

Paper Monster

INDIA

Illusionist street art by a collaborative of desi-
gners and architects in Surat: all it took was 
a stack of storm water pipes, colored cello-
phane, a lazy morning or evening sun, and a 
worm’s eye view: “We are used to look at cities 
with a bird‘s eye point of view, whereby a lot of 
small details are overlooked or lost. Inverting 
this approach, Urfun Lab looked at a very spe-
cific situation of a city through a worm‘s eye 
view, trying a small scale gesture that enriches 
the environment”. 

Urfun Lab
India, 2011 
Photo: © Urfun Lab

Urfun Lab
Surat

Sofia, is still regarded as the prime example of 
the forceful socialist-realism of the period. The 
high-relief statue, in which a Red Army soldier 
guides gun-waving soldiers and members of the 
proletariat, has therefore also become a target 
for many, who want it demolished.

On 7 June 2011 an unidentified spray-pain-
ting street artist, gave the monument a make-
over, and turned it into a Pop Art tableau of 
storybook characters, popular superheroes of 
mainly American origin. Taking center stage 
was Superman with his distinctive cape and 
blue. To the left was Santa Claus, about to 
look through a pair of binoculars. To the right 
was Ronald McDonald, the mascot of the fast-
food giant McDonald’s, clutching a beer bottle. 

of Yarn was definitively established, within 
a movement that mainly seems to draw its 
strength from the ‘weakness’ of its material 
and technique, female, flexible, fragile, over-
friendly, harmless and innocent, directly 
related to the hand and most intimate – and 
therefore all the more confrontational when 
going in public, in a guerilla that speaks no 
violence.  

Captain America and Batman‘s sidekick Robin 
completed the composition, while Joker also 
made his appearance. Below, a caption -spray-
painted in black- read, in Bulgarian: „Moving 
with the times.” 

Although only hours after its appearance, the 
revamped monument had regained its long 
lost status of a tourist magnet, Moscow was 
far from amused. The benign if motley bunch 
were enough to provoke an international 
diplomatic rebuke. Only four days later, the 
colorful and impudent paint was removed. 

on his homemade wooden swing and letting 
the rotations of the billboard transport them 
in circles. 
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COLOMBIA

The City as Conceptual Art
Edi Rama

When in 2000, in the wake of the democratic 
movement that brought about the collapsing 
of the communist state, the minister of Cul-
tural Affairs Edi Kristaq Rama (°1964) was 
elected Mayor of Tirana, Albania’s capital, he 
inherited a city which nearly fifty years of iso-
lationism had left horribly dilapidated, smo-
thered in depressing hues of totalitarian grey. 
Although countless other problems plagued 
post-communist Tirana - some far more seri-
ous than architectural aesthetics- Rama, a 
former player of the national basketball team, 
and trained artist, who had lived in Paris, after 
having been a professor at the Academy of 
Arts of Albania where he had graduated, made 
fixing this eyesore a top priority.

One of the first things Rama did upon taking 
office was forming an army of painters that 
were ordered to clad old city buildings in 
what has come to be known as the Edi Rama 
color palette, bright and somehow bizarre in 
its combination of red and blue, yellow and 
green, lilac and taupe, and not to forget: vio-
let.  Not every building received a treatment, 
and while many of the designs were meant to 
be very geometric in nature, not every painter 
seemed to possess the ability to paint a straight 
line. Equally questionable was the overall 
quality of the paint, making it often look as 
if it might come off in the next rain. But the 
action undeniably imparted a funky sense of 
levity and playfulness to an otherwise morose 
town. 

Edi Rama remained Mayor for three terms, 
and only lost elections in 2011 after a debata-
ble court ruling. Known for his extravagance 

Edi Rama
Albania, 2000-2011
www.edirama.al
Photo: © Edi Rama

As a former painter, Edi Rama will  
certainly be best remembered for the 
way he turned the whole city into his 
canvas upon taking office as Mayor of 
Albania’s capital, covering the depres-
sing hues of post-Stalinist drabness 
in the cityscape with colorful abstract  
patterning: “Being the Mayor of Tirana 
is the highest form of conceptual art”. 

in a variety of ways, his vision was not that 
of a typical city planner, and departed wildly 
from the typical whitewashing most politi-
cians haphazardly apply to their respective 
cities. But then – Tirana is not the average city 
either. Rama‘s most noted impact on the city 
of Tirana has been the many kiosk demoli-
tions. The impact of his Return to Identity pro-
ject rid the city of many illegally constructed 
buildings while he authorized the bulldozing 
of private properties in an effort to widen up 
roads. He compiled a Tirana City Master Plan, 
whereas the Clean and Green project launched 
by him in 2000 resulted in the production of 
96,700sqm of green and parks.

Although the opposition accused Rama, cur-
rently the leader of the Socialist Party, of cor-
ruption, also in the issuance of building per-
mits, and critics claimed that he focused too 
much on cosmetic changes without fixing any 
of the major problems such as shortages of 
drinking water and electricity (As of the end 
of his term, running water in Tirana continu-
ed to be available for only 6 hours a day), he 
was chosen by Time magazine to be one of the 
2005 European Heroes.

Currently a member of the Regional Advisory 
Board of the United Nations Development Pro-
gram, Rama is also a former Board Member 
of the Open Society Foundation, Albania, a 
non-profit foundation that promotes demo-
cracy and open market reforms established 
and financed by financier and philanthropist 
George Soros. In November 2011, he publis-
hed a book on his years as Mayor of Tirana 
entitled Kurban. The same year he took part in 
the Albanian opposition demonstrations 21 
where 4 people were killed and 150 injured. 
In 2009, he also published a collection of per-
sonal notes and paintings in a book entitled 
Edi Rama. He is no longer active as an artist 
though: “I am convinced that big changes can 
only come from tackling the details that touch 
upon the daily life of people: where they live, 
the schools they send their kids to, and so on”.

One politician can still make the difference. Take Tirana and Bogotá.  
Two continents, two totally different cities, but one thing they had in common,  
a bad reputation that was beyond compare. When Edi Rama, and Antanas 
Mockus took office as mayor, they changed their city radically: the former by 

From Tirana to Bogota 
A tale of two cities 

The Power of Symbolic Violence  
Antanas Mockus & Enrique Peñalosa

In 1993 the still relatively unknown Antanas 
Mockus, of Lithuanian descent, Bogotá born, 
and a Paris trained mathematician and philo-
sopher, was forced to resign as the president 
of the National University of Colombia, in the 
aftermath of an incident in which he had 
quite unexpectedly shown his naked behind to 
an auditorium of disruptive students. He later 
explained his action by arguing that  „innova-
tive behavior can be useful when you run out 
of words“, and linked it to philosopher Pierre 
Bourdieu’s concept of „symbolic violence“. 
The incident later also proved to have been a 
key moment in Bogotá’s history, and in histo-
ry in general, for it rocketed off the campaign 
that had Mockus elected mayor one year later. 

Mockus presided over Bogotá as mayor for 
two terms, during which he made himself a 
reputation with some more surprising and 
often hilarious initiatives, such as taking a 
shower in a TV-commercial about conserving 
water, or walking the streets as Supercitizen. 
Other notorious initiatives included hiring 
420 mimes to make fun of traffic violators, 
because Mockus believed Colombians were 
more afraid of being ridiculed than fined. He 
also put in place a Women‘s Night, on which 
the city‘s men were asked to stay home for 
an evening to look after the house and the 
children. As part of a Cultura Ciudadana (Citi-
zen Culture) campaign, the city sponsored 
free open-air concerts, or bars that offered 
women-only specials.

Antanas Mockus/Enrique Peñalosa
Colombia, 1994-now
Photo: © Andreas Dalsgaard

From getting their pants down and showing the audience a bare ass to walking 
the streets in cape as Supercitizen – the tactics that helped two consecutive and  
charismatic mayors of Colombia’s capital Bogotá to do away with the city’s reputation 

Mockus’ policies were not on all levels suc-
cessful. Poverty and unemployment kept high 
throughout his tenures. But under his lea-
dership water usage dropped 40%, drinking 
water was provided to all homes and sewerage 
was provided to 95%. Some 7000 community 
security groups were formed and the homicide 
rate fell 70%. Traffic fatalities dropped by over 
50%. When he even asked residents to pay a 
voluntary extra 10% in taxes, 63,000 people 
accepted.

During Mockus’ unsuccessful presidential 
bid in 1998, Enrique Peñalosa replaced him 
as mayor. Peñalosa, a former journalist and 
consultant on urban and transportation poli-
cy, who had studied economics and history in 
the US and France, largely worked in a similar 
direction, but far more organized. Five impor-
tant changes introduced by him were: (1) the 
relocation of informal vendors who occupied 
the public zones and streets, (2) an improve-
ment of all the city parks and the construction 
of several new ones, (3) the entire renovation 
of some of the most important avenues of the 
city, (4) the removal of cars from sidewalks 
by raising the latter and installing bollards, 
and (5) the fact that he started the construc-
tion on the Transmilenio or Mass Transit Sys-
tem. Some of his decisions made him all but 
popular, such as his intent to buy the Coun-
try Club of Bogota to build a public park. He 
also faced serious problems when he installed 
the bollards, and introduced the Pico y Placa, 

creating an army of painters that covered the totalitarian grey of yore in the 
city streets with colorful patterning, the latter by a great number of equally 
unorthodox actions that varied from mooning the public to dressing up as 
Superman.      

Left: Antanas Mockus, right: Enrique Peñalosa

a restriction on the rush hour circulation of 
vehicles (through which license plates ending 
with a given number couldn‘t drive on specific 
days). The construction of the city Cicloruta 
(now a worldwide synonym for Bike Route) 
along some of the city‘s main avenues, only 
caused more problems, especially since the 
terrains for the construction of some sections, 
were in the majority taken from people wit-
hout their consent and with no remuneration. 
But he managed.

Mockus returned in style: when he ran again 
for the 2001 mayor ship, he held a ceremony 
in a public fountain ‘to ask forgiveness for 
leaving the mayor‘s office in an unsuccessful 
bid for the presidency.’ His new term didn’t 
last all too long: in 2003 he stepped down as 
mayor, to be replaced by Luis Eduardo Garzon. 
But his impact and that of Peñalosa on the 
development of Bogotá had been enormous. 
When in 2009 it became the subject of the 
award-winning documentary Cities On Speed 
–Bogotá Change, they even reached the world-
wide status of heroes. “The real secret behind 
(their) success is that they are two people cha-
racterized by extreme honesty and integrity in 
everything they do,” says the documentary’s 
director, Andreas Dalsgaard, “Here are two 
leaders who have the necessary courage to stay 
true to their visions, even when the opinion 
polls go against them. Unlike other politicians 
who are controlled by strategies and tactics, 
they have not been driven by a lust for power, 
only by their ideas and philosophies. And if 
there is a lesson to be learned by their story, it 
must be that the change they have managed to 
bring about could never have come from the 
traditional political system. It could only have 
come from the outside.” 

Amassing political support mainly from 
Bogotá‘s middle and upper classes, Mockus 
has been much less successful attracting 
voters on a national level. The fact that he 
publicly announced that he had been diag-
nosed with Parkinson’s disease, didn’t keep 
him from being the Green Party candidate for 
the presidential election in 2010, with the full 
support of Penalosa and Gorzan. He finished 
second in the polling, but lost in the runoff. 
He resigned from the Green Party in June 2011 
because he opposed its Bogotá mayoral candi-
date being supported by former right-wing 
President Alvaro Uribe. Mockus is currently 
the President of Corpovisionarios, an organi-
zation that consults to cities about addressing 
their problems through the same policy that 
was so successful during his terms as Mayor 
of Bogotá: “A great city is not the one that has 
highways, but one where a child on a tricyc-
le or bicycle can go safely everywhere. And a 
bikeway is a symbol that shows that a citizen 
on a $30 bicycle as a citizen on a $30,000 car 
are equally important.“ 

as the world’s most dangerous place – were often from orthodox. Yet they succeeded 
brilliantly. A recipe? “Extreme honesty and integrity, “ says Andreas Dalsgaard, whose 
documentary ‘Cities on Speed’ blazed the duo into the status of worldwide examples.  
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Many of Korail’s inhabitants are illegal 
immigrants from various parts of the coun-
try. They have to cope with the constant 
threat of eviction, without security of tenu-
re, on land that is rapidly gaining in value in 
the densest city in the world. Open public 
space is rare in Korail. Khondaker Hasibul 
Kabir lived and worked with the family of 
Fourkan and Nasima Pervez over a three-year 
period starting in 2008. With the residents, 
and the help from students at BRAC Univer-
sity and a local carpenter and bamboo wor-
ker, using little more than bamboo, nuts, 
bolts, nails, he designed and built the 5.5 
x 11 meter Platform of Hope, extending over 
Gulshan Lake. A bamboo bridge connects 
the platform to a lush community garden, 
planted on what once contaminated soil. 
Mainly designed for children living in the 
settlement, it offers a space in which they 
can play, sing, dance, interact, and read 
books from the small library. In the eve-
ning, families can gather for relaxation and 
enjoy the view over the water. Following its 
example nearby dwellings are slowly being 
transformed. A drop in the ocean, but never-
theless quite contagious. 

Occupy

On September 17, 2011, the Canadian acti-
vist group Adbusters held a demonstration in 
Zuccotti Park, located in New York City’s Wall 
Street financial district, an thus first initiated 
the Occupy Wall Street movement, soon to be 
followed by innumerable Occupy movements 
worldwide, each with its specific identity and 
demands, butt their main issues being social 
en economic inequality, greed, corruption, 
wealth distribution, and the undue influence 
of corporations and banks on government. 

According to the United Nations Envi-
ronment Programme UNEP Dhaka, 
the capital of Bangladesh and the 
world‘s fastest-growing megacity, will 
grow to twenty-three million people 
and become the world’s second lar-
gest city by 2015. Khondaker Hasi-
bul Kabir, an architect, landscape 
architect and lecturer at BRAC Uni-
versity, decided to go and live with a 
family in Korail, with a population 
of 120,000 the city’s largest slum. 
Together they initiated a new kind of 
public space, open, green and free: The 
Platform of Hope. Its effect is viral. 

From Slum to Lush
Khondaker Hasibul Kabir: The Platform of Hope

The Potato revolution spread from the Nev-
rokopi region, in the north of the country. 
Beginning of 2012, Greek farmers were left 
with a huge harvest and unable to sell their 
potatoes at a fair price. Supermarkets offered 
them 15 Eurocent per kilo potatoes, which 
didn’t even cover the production costs, and 
resold them for more than 70 cent. The far-
mers reacted by distributing tons of potatoes 
for free in large cities – which, from a finan-
cial point of view, didn’t really solve their 
problem. Seeing this, a sports professor from 
Katerini, Elias Tsolakidis, proposed to install 

Unemployment in Greece recently 
soared to more than 20% - even 50% 
among the youth. Simultaneously, the 
minimum wage has been slashed from 
750 Euros per month to just 500. As 
Greeks struggle with the worst recession 
in modern history, civic initiatives are 
springing up, acts of defiance refusing to 
accept the status quo. The Potato Move-
ment is one of them.

Internet yes, Middlemen no
Elias Tsolakidis & The Potato Revolution

Rick Lowe: 
Project Row Houses

A nonprofit organization in Houston’s Nort-
hern Third Ward, one of the city’s oldest 
African-American communities. Founded by 
Artist and community activist Rick Lowe, who 
–largely inspired by Joseph Beuys and his ideas 
on social sculpture- converted twenty-two 
shotgun-style houses into an arts centre, and 
thus triggered a renovation project that spread 
over the whole district, and has an exemplary 
influence that reaches far beyond. 

Project Row Houses
Rick Lowe
USA, 1993-ongoing
http://projectrowhouses.org
Photo: © Rick Lowe

Tyree Guyton & Sam Mackey
The Heidelberg Project

The outdoor art environment that gave the 
kick-off for the rebirth of Detroit. Once a 
metropolis and the ultimate embodiment of 
the American dream as home to Motor City 
and Motown, Detroit had turned into a ghost 
town with only the country’s highest murder-
rate to boast of.  

The Heidelberg Project
Tyree Guyton & Sam Mackey
USA, 1986-ongoing
www.heidelberg.org
Photo: © heidelberg.org

Pussy Riot is a Russian feminist punk coll-
ective, based in Moscow. When founded in 
August 2011, it consisted of approximately 12 
members, who remained anonymous, wea-
ring brightly colored balaclavas that covered 
their heads, and using only nicknames during 
interviews. They also turned it into a habit to 
stage unannounced performances in unusual 
and unauthorized locations, such as Yelokhovo  
Cathedral, Lobnoye Mesto or Place of Skulls in Red 
Square, on top of a trolleybus, or on a scaffold 
in the Moscow Metro. Provocatively playing on 
Russian life and the country’s politics, Putinism 
in particular, and edited into videos that were 
posted on Internet, these performances soon 
gave them a worldwide reputation. 
On February 21, 2012, five members of the 
group staged an illegal performance in the 
Moscow Cathedral of Christ the Saviour. The 

Pussy Riot
Russia, 2011-ongoing
http://freepussyriot.org
Photo: © Pussy Riot

action was stopped by church security officials, 
but by evening, it had already turned it into a 
music video called ‘Punk Prayer. Mother of God, 
Chase Putin Away. The following month, three of 
the group members were arrested. Denied bail, 
they were held in custody until their trial began 
in late July. On August 17, they 2012, they were 
convicted of hooliganism motivated by religious 
hatred, and each was sentenced to two years 
imprisonment. Worldwide spread over through 
the social media, their case generated a worldwi-
de movement of solidarity, and had Russia, and 
in particular Putin, all the more criticized - also 
on an official level.

Pussy Riot: Punk versus Putin

Partly inspired by the project „Urban Dinners 
/ Wir ESSEN FUER DAS RUHRGEBIET“ from 
Hybrid Space Lab a 60 kilometer stretch of 
Motorway between Dortmund and Duisburg 
was blocked off in both directions on July 18th 
2010, as part of the program for the European 
capital of culture RUHR.2010. The world‘s 
longest banqueting table was built with some 
20.000 typical biergarten tables, that could be 
reserved by different groups, asked to bring 
along a cultural contribution of some kind, 
songs, dancing, music, cabaret, readings or 
simply some typical food.  Stilleben thus trans-
formed itself into one long stage that had to 
demonstrate the huge diversity of cultures in 
the Ruhr Metropolis. More than 3 million 
people participated in the event. 

Still-life A40/B1
Germany, 2010
http://http://www.ruhr2010.still-
leben-ruhrschnellweg.de/english/ 
Photo: © ruhr2010

Still-life A40/B1

Throughout history, revolutions have often 
been steered by innovations in technolo-
gy, such as telegraphs and trains during the 
Bolshevik takeover. But when the Arab Spring 
took off, the fire spread at a speed and with an 
impact that were totally unimaginable until 
recent. Minute to minute updates on marches 
and clashes with police, on Facebook, Twitter, 
YouTube, and Livestream took the revolution 
to your doorstep, in every language and whe-
rever you were. And a quick look at a worldwi-
de timeline of revolutions also shows that the 
amount of revolutions in 2011 was half the 
number of revolutions in the decade before.

There are still some doubts if Wael Ghonim 
may have been the only one to start a Face-
book page in 2010 titled, We Are All Khaled 
Said - in memory of the homonymous young 
Egyptian who was tortured to death by police 

The Facebook Revolution
Wael Ghonim
Egypt, 2010-ongoing
Photo: © Wael Ghonim

in Alexandria. But in view of what happened 
later, that question is of minor importance. 
On January 14 2011 the page made its first 
announcement of a Revolution against Tor-
ture, Corruption, Unemployment and Injusti-
ce, a protest rally that was going to take place 
on January 25, the day that would go down in 
history as The Day of Wrath, and was soon 
to be followed by the downfall of the ruling 
regime in Egypt.
Computer engineer Wael Ghonim (°1980, 
Cairo) was working in Dubai as Google’s Head 
of Marketing in the Middle East & North Afri-
ca. After his return to Egypt to take part in the 
Revolution, he also became an international 
figure and a symbol of the uprising after an 
emotional interview on the Egyptian channel 
Dream TV, following 11 days of secret incar-
ceration by Egyptian police — and his release 
under public pressure. On February 9 Ghonim 
addressed the crowds in Tahrir Square, and the 
rest is history. „Our revolution is like Wiki-
pedia,” he said, when he also made an appea-
rance on 60 Minutes: “Everyone is contribu-
ting content, but you don‘t know the names. 
Everyone contributes in bits and pieces. And 
no one is the hero in that picture.“
And yet, more than anyone else, Wael Gho-
nim seemed to have become the voice that 
helped kick off Egypt‘s revolution, while social 
networking became one of its most powerful 
tools. Even President Barack Obama appeared 
to agree when he noted the role of technology 

There’s no way to ignore the impact of 
social network on the Arab Spring in the 
Middle East and North Africa, or today’s 
worldwide Occupy movement. A more 
than symbolic role in igniting the Arab 
Spring was played by a Google marke-
ting manager, who was later ranked the 
second most powerful Arab. Just because 
of a Facebook-page.  

No-one the Hero
Wael Ghonim: The Facebook Revolution

in the uprising, praising Egyptians who used 
„their creativity, talent and technology to call 
for a government that represented their hopes 
and not their fears.“ He knew what he was tal-
king about. He had been the first to successful-
ly use social networking sites to help drive his 
2008 presidential campaign. 
It might take a lot more than a communi-
cation tool to persuade people to take to the 
streets and risk imprisonment, or death.  
Given the magnitude of grievances, revolt 
would almost certainly have come eventually. 
But social media simply seemed to make it 
come faster, as a catalyzer, and more efficient. 
Much awarded and solicited, Ghonim, who 

was topped by Time magazine in it’s yearly list 
of the world’s 100 most influential people, and 
ranked the second most powerful Arab in Ara-
bian Business’s annual Power 500, announced 
in April 2011 that he was taking a „long term 
sabbatical“ from Google in order to start a 
„technology focused NGO to help fight pover-
ty & foster education in Egypt. He also wrote 
Revolution 2.0, a book on his experiences.

a system that would allow consumers to put 
their orders on Internet. Since then, produ-
cers drive their trucks to parking lots in the 
cities, where they sell their potatoes at an ave-
rage price of 25 cent, less than half of what 
one would pay in the supermarket. Municipa-
lities, keen to participate, started organizing 
the sales: customers pre-order the quantity of 
potatoes they want, and get a receipt after pay-
ing, which they then present to the farmers, 
in exchange for potatoes. Some supermarkets 
reduced their prices in response, while similar 
schemes were soon in the pipeline for other 
products, such rice, flour and olive oil. “This 
is not just about food, it’s an exercise in demo-
cracy, “ says Tsolakidis.

Occupy Wall Street
USA, 2011-ongoing
http://occupywallst.org
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The Potato Revolution
Elias Tsolakidis
Greece, 2012
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The Plarform of Hope
Khondaker Hasibul Kabir
Bangladesh, 2008-ongoing
www.bracuniversity.net
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