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Taking Care of Public Space 
16th November 2008, 10-12hm meeting room floor 14, Arts Tower, University of Sheffield 

This seminar followed the presentation of Sustersic and Schalk’s paper “Taking Care of Public Space” at 

the Agency Conference, Sheffield, November 2008.  This paper is published in the Agency issue of 

Architectural Research Quarterly (forthcoming). 

 

Presentation by Meike Schalk (MS) and Apolonija Sustersic (AS) 

in discussion with Sarah Bryan (SB), Nicholas Evans (NE), Benjamin Johnson (BJ), Rachael Jones (RJ), 

Natalie Lunt (NL), Doina Petrescu (DP), William Sherlaw (WS), Maggie Sun (MS2), Supitcha Tovivich (ST), 

Kim Trogal (KT), Supreeya Wungpatcharapon (SW) 

 

AS:  We met in Stockholm, I think it was 2001 or something, because then I was a iaspis 

(http://www.iaspis.se) which is a kind of international residency for artists.  I was doing discussion around 

the development of the city of Stockholm and I invited Meike to join me and some other people and from 

that point on, we were more or less in discussion.  The first project where we worked together, partially was 

a project that we did in Dundee in Scotland, with an institution called DCA, Dundee Contemporary Arts 

Centre, which again in the frame of the exhibition we produced a discussion place for discussing the 

developments of the city of Dundee, with Gedde’s methods in our minds lets say.  Have you been at our 

presentation yesterday? 

Many: Yes, we were all there! 

AS:  So you have heard about Geddes and the kind of methods he was using.  So we thought maybe 

we should talk about those projects which we have done together, and then we thought no lets try to look 

into something a bit different.  And in this case it’s a film we have done together in Bremen in Germany and 

through this film perhaps we could develop a discussion about similar elements as we were introducing in 

our talk at the conference.  But you are welcome to ask questions about the work that you have seen.  

Maybe you want to say more…? 

MS: Yes, just in addition, we spoke at the conference and had a long discussion already about the 

project that we didn’t think we would show it again, because we have also showed s video sketch of the 

garden service project.  But still, the reference texts you might have read, are relevant for that project also.  

This project has largely to do with the question of participation in planning.  Shall we show the film, or shall 

we say something about it? 

AS: I think I’d rather not!  Because it has this development of surprise.  So lets see it first and then 

discuss. 

 

Meike Schalk and Apolonija Sustersic presented their film ‘Alienation.’  The film documents and 

critiques the Space Park and Shopping Mall mega-project in Bremen. The film presents a series of 

interwoven interviews with those connected to the project: politicians, planners, local residents, 

activists, and users of the building, to describe how this particular project came into being.  The 

centre was planned for eleven years, yet it was only open for nine months before closing down and it 

ongoing running costs are an enormous burden to the city.  Alienation “interrogates the gap or 
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alienation between investment politics, urban planning procedures and local everyday life.”1 

 

aaa were also invited to participate at the same event in Bremen [A LUCKY STRIKE. KUNST FINDET 

STADT, see http://www.gak-bremen.de/archiv/_2005/a_lucky_strike._kunst_findet_stadt ].  For this 

event aaa initiated “A Magazine for Everyday Urbanism,” and placed a job advertisement for the 

editing and publishing of a magazine of critical urbanism.  12 ‘unemployed’ people responded, and 

together they have published a magazine taking critically the themes of ‘employment’ and ‘creativity’ 

within neo-capitalist city [ please see http://www.urbantactics.org.] [part of audio recording is 

missing here] 

 

DP: It was meant to start with the budget that we had from this art institution for our artwork, and then 

if they were motivated enough and interested enough they could continue by themselves, and look for 

funding to continue this journal that was in place.  So sometimes it is very difficult to start something and to 

have the capital that you need in the beginning.  And we wanted to demonstrate that you don’t need much.  

You need to be convinced and to want to do it.  And it did happen.  They have published two issues, we 

have published one together and the second the team that evolved published one by themselves.  The 

journal was called ‘our view on the city, ’ just to explain a little bit.   

AS: Meike, do you want to start… or? 

MS: Yes, ok.  Have you all read the texts?  Maybe a good start would be to open up for questions if 

you have them, or what you thought about them in relation to the works? 

NE: In the texts, it discusses the functioning of democracy, if its in the sense of bringing together 

different views, do you think it could be applied to something this big?  Rather, well, for example ‘garden 

service’ is on a very small scale, and this is on a huge scale.  Can you apply the same kind of democratic 

way of working to something this big to end up with a better building? 

MS: I think Chantal Mouffe’s text, well it is political theory, she does not translate it to planning for 

example, it is not giving ideas of implementation, or how you apply it.  But I think it is extremely relevant for 

questions of planning and therefore we thought to start to explain our project with Patrick Geddes ideas 

about the city and democracy.  Its quite relevant possibilities to bring these two things together, I mean 

political theory and planning.  Because, his idea was in fact that democracy, direct democracy you can 

build on ideas of the city  That the city is a form turned, or materialised out of the desires of these people 

who live there who create the city, and its not at all done by planners, but its very important that everybody 

has visions and everybody can take part in that.  For that, he had very concrete possibilities of how you get 

to know the city, and how you look upon the city, through walks and exhibitions, basically through 

aesthetic experiences.  From Geddes, because there was of course, well it was very idealistic, and if 

somebody had said, “ok we try this in our city… we do not steer the city from above, but we do these 

walks, we do these exhibitions, we do practice a direct democracy from below, we shape our environments 

ourselves.” There would have occurred conflicts and I think that is how far Geddes comes because he 

cannot imagine anything further of how you would manage different interests and different desires.  And in 

                                                        
1 aaa/, peprav/, Ed. (2007). Urban Act: a handbook for alternative practice. (Montrouge, France: aaa) 
 p.226 



 3 

that respect to go back to political theory is extremely valuable, because that’s the base of trying to 

imagine how it is possible to bring a collective together.  Many speak about consensus, but Chantal Mouffe 

is refusing this idea about consensus.  It is something she is very critical of, for example Habermas’ 

thinking of consensus.  But how can you come to a decision?  That’s the basis of political theory and in 

planning you have the same problem.  So in planning, it is very concrete and in political theory, its on a 

theoretical level on almost all decisions.  So I find this very interesting to look into political theory when it 

comes to questions of planning.  And I think it doesn’t really matter if it’s a small garden where people are 

involved in fact, and they have changed the notion of this platform so they have gotten a permission to 

garden there, even though it is public.  Or if you think about this mega project of a shopping mall, which 

nobody wanted, and it was just put there and now it is a ruin.  Its an empty building and costs an enormous 

amount of money and nobody really knows how the future should look like.  We made this film in 2005 and 

its still empty, so the situation… 

AS: No, no, this Summer it changed, it became a shopping centre I heard. 

MS: Oh! 

AS: An Israeli company has bought the place and has opened a shopping centre, but its quite empty, 

because I just met somebody from Bremen!  But essentially, there are some differences in approach within 

this method of making a film and the method of making a garden together with people there, obviously.  

The film is sort of a way of trying to make people aware through information, which is explained in the film.  

Of course people who are there, living in Gröperlinger, the small area next to the shopping centre, they are 

very aware of it but as you have seen they are aware of it in a not very human way actually.  Some people 

really like it, or some would turn it into a shopping centre or museum, they have all kinds of ideas but 

probably they have difficultly to act.  Like in every society, they have probably difficulties to organise 

themselves and protest or go against it or something like that.  In the ‘garden service’ example, because 

they we having hands on experience, or were so much involved, they wouldn’t let the garden go.  So when 

the authority demanded that the garden had to vanish, that it shouldn’t be there, then they would feel they 

would have a power to protect it of course, that they can do something.  So there are two very different 

approaches and maybe this [alienation] is more, I would call it, analytical approach and the other is much 

more pragmatic. 

NL: Why did the authorities want to get rid of the garden? 

AS: In the process of making it and in the process of developing the idea.  At one point the city 

authorities got very angry [laughs] and they were really… well, they decided that we were not allowed to 

make any garden there.  But it was ridiculous because the place is maybe this big [gestures a small area of 

the seminar room] [laughs] 

SB: Its really petty. 

AS: Yeah, I think one things was actually that this small piece of public space had a certain peculiar 

history, which is very bound to people living in the 17th century houses and then the council houses.  And at 

one point the terrace had these Victoria bushes before and at one point, a lady from the owned flats, one of 

them decided that these Victoria bushes were not ok, or something was happening.  So she decided that 

they had to pave it with cement slabs and they have done that in the 80’s, lets say.  And that’s what the 

city has done, taken away the bushes and paved it, and then it was neglected space really, nobody 
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maintained it.  But why they protested, why the city council didn’t want us to do anything there, their 

argument was that ‘we need to think much longer about it, and we need to examine the ground and we 

need to check the security of the fence, and the security of the walls around…” and they had a lot of 

arguments in relation to protect the citizens lets say, of using that space.  Which wasn’t really the case 

because they hadn’t done anything until that point when we started to do something with it. 

NL: Do you think that’s why authorities could become more liberal and let people do more in shaping 

where they live? 

AS: I mean, if you think about this case its kind of a ridiculous reaction from their side because 

obviously it was a public space exposed and already putting people in danger if they would find 

themselves there.  There was no sign to not allow people to get there or something.  I think they should be 

much more flexible, yes.  And its on a human level, that if the law is there because we decided we should 

have that kind of law, it regulates something that we think is important to regulate, but it should be in 

discussion, it should be possible to change because of the circumstances or situation.  And we should be 

able to question that law as well.  We should be in a position to do that as citizens. 

NL: I suppose that they have laws now to protect themselves, as authorities? 

SB: It’s all about liability isn’t it? 

AS: Yes 

SB: Because if they know you are doing a garden, they become responsible, in their own way.  So 

they are going to say it needs to be safe, you’ve got to do this, this and this… and if anyone got hurt that it 

would be down to them 

ST: But, on the other hand I agree that a local authority should play the role of supporter at some 

point. But also, in playing ‘the bad guy’ somehow you benefit from it as well, if you think about it in a 

strategic way.  No-one’s against your project, maybe people were not gathering together as much but 

because you have a threat and because people want to fight against someone you somehow suddenly 

have a sense of community.  Also in this project [Alienation] I am really interested, I think one guy has said 

there was no protest and no participation.   Actually basically no one interested in anything in this city and 

this giant monster could be an opportunity that since its there and is so bad, so ugly and everyone knows it 

is wrong, I think its such a big opportunity that someone could really do something because now people 

saw a rocket outside their window and its weird.  As an artists, if you go there for a project maybe no-one 

wants to talk to you, but because its so ugly and so obvious so they would like to express their hate of the 

project, to you.  So somehow there is opportunity in these problematic situations. 

SW: When I have interviewed one guy, he is an architect, he is building with this type of regeneration.  

He took this kind of problem that exists and questioned it to the people, ‘do you want to let it [happen] like 

this?’ and the people discuss about it.  So it became easier for him to be able to get people together… 

AS: Already the dialogue provokes people to be able to act, to give them the idea of acting 

SW: Yes, and somehow, it is easier for an architect to start with something.  You go to a place and you 

don’t know anything… 

AS: Yes, you have the knowledge, you have the interest, you know how to find information, and maybe 

even you are in the position of a kind of authority that you can question that.  And I mean that’s very 

valuable, definitely. 
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ST: I think I mentioned that because there is a power play here that you can always be the inferior or 

the one who uses the weakness as a weapon or something!  Its so difficult to change a local authority, they 

won’t change in 10 years time.  The role as architect, or practitioner, somehow we have to use our 

weakness as perhaps something positive or use it as something against themselves. 

NL: Who wanted this space centre?  Do you think if there had been community participation and 

they’d have said “no,” then they would have done it anyway because there’s always a higher power.  If they 

want to do it for economic reasons they will. 

AS: It was conceptualised through this guy Wolfgang Wilke, the scientist, who had this desire to lets 

say, popularize the science, and he had this idea to create an “edu-tainment” so, education and 

entertainment together in this centre. But I can imagine he was very passionate about this, but then he got 

played out by economic forces when AG Köllmann got involved.  Actually there was one American 

corporation to deign the project, maybe you can correct me in this case… 

DP: Heinz 

AS: Yes, to then make the project.  Different economic partners were involved on the way, dropping 

out and coming in.  So it was purely production of profit, I don’t think they have thought of any kind of 

making a place or point of development, or.. 

SB: It seemed to me that everybody was sold on the idea, with architects images of lots of people, 

and the building, using it but no-one ever thought about the reality of what if it doesn’t work, until they’d 

already starting building it, by that time its too late. 

AS: Yeah, I think that these kinds of projects, they are spread all around Europe and the West, and in 

some cases, they probably worked, but in this case obviously not. But I think the fact that they have not 

examined the local context at all, what is already happening there, what is this Gröperlingan site, what is 

the origins of this site 

NL: Do you think that if people had been involved, they would have felt an ownership and wanted it to 

work? 

Or do you think it would be a case of manipulation, as you were saying in your talk yesterday, 

about how the architect want a certain thing so they have the nice images and manipulate a community 

into thinking it’s a good idea when its not.  Do you think that an architect need to take more of a moral 

stance in looking at an area, rather than just thinking economically? 

SB: Like a devils advocate? 

NL: Because a community perhaps would like the idea, but don’t know really is best.  So is it up to 

someone more educated in that way, is it their job to go and see really is best for them? 

AS: In this case, its questioning the ethical position of the architect.  What is that today, and how can 

we act?  I think that these big corporations producing these big projects, I am sure they can tell when its 

going to be a loss, and actually they can enjoy the loss aswell financially, so Dresdner Bank would buy the 

loss.  They knew they were buying the loss, so they went into the project, because of that.  It was pure 

numbers I guess, pure figures.  It has nothing to do with the building itself, or the people,  

NL: Surely, any architect would know that it wouldn’t work, if you don’t think about it properly… so 

why go ahead with it? If it makes a loss.  I think its just stupid! 

RJ: And sell the land back for 1DM wasn’t it? 
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AS: Its kind of hard to understand the whole economic mumbo-jumbo around these kinds of projects.  

Perhaps its more interesting for us to question our role within this kind of projects.  What is happening, 

what is not happening and what can we do, actually, from our position as architect, or artist.   

SB: Sometimes we know that we are doing the bad thing, or the wrong thing.  And its difficult to stand 

up sometimes, to say I don’t think this will work, especially when you have a client who says I want this, 

this, and this, because you are paid to do what they want.  But there’s always that element, should you 

stand up for what is right? 

ST: But I think that the film already shows that if you don’t have participation economically speaking, it 

wont work.  And private sector should be less, well stupid, at least pretend to consult with local, there 

would be more ownership and they would come to the shopping mall, and use the space.  So basically 

participation could be a practical thing for the private sector as well and if they are smart enough they can 

even co-opt it as well. 

AS:  But this is actually happening I must say, in a very scary way.  In Holland, I am living in 

Amsterdam North, which is under pressure right now, under development, and they are strongly marketing 

the new projects under the tag of participation.  “this is a participatory project”… and I am like, where, 

when? What are you talking about? 

ST: And its more dangerous than this kind of thing actually 

AS: Yes.  

DP: But the problem with participation, real participation, is that it takes time.  So it does cost, 

because the whole idea of these speculative projects is that you are investing money and you are getting 

the benefits very quickly and reinvesting them again.  And its everything about numbers and about 

circulation of money.  And if you are engaging in a real participatory process, not where you are just ticking 

boxes, and organising fake consultation, which is most of the case now, with these projects that by law 

need to fulfil this participatory stage  

SB : In Sheffield, sometimes their idea of participation is putting some boards up in the town hall.  And 

you make a comment on it, but it already looks finished so you think whatever I say, it doesn’t matter. 

DP: Exactly, it doesn’t matter what you say.  Because I also experienced in my own area in which I am 

living this kind of thing.  Where you have a folder where you can add comments, and we added very critical 

comments and very informed comments and then nobody ever looked at this folder.  It was just there to 

justify that they have done it.   

SB:  So they are just looking for a yes or a no, if everybody said no then they’d probably think we need 

to go back.  But if nobody even knows its up in the town hall, no-one will even comment on it. 

DP: But no-one even evaluates.  Because what we have done is photographed every page and then 

we have evaluated ourselves and we have seen that what has been chosen was exactly the opposite of 

what was written in this folder.  So even at this very superficial level of consultation people were against it, 

in one way or another.  So this could have been a case in court.  You need to take it seriously.  But it takes 

a lot of time for yourself, and at a certain moment you can’t do everything.  You can’t control everything.  

Because normally there are a cohort of people paid to do this and you are doing this on your own time.  

And all the, I will say, civic surveys are working like this.  You are asked to participate in your time, you are 

not paid for this and so on, so this limits, physically and economically your possibility to participate.  You 
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are going once to one of the meetings and then you are not going any more, because you don’t have time, 

you have kids, a job.  And the question would be what, if really the participation is wanted, what would be 

the mechanism to enable it?  To really make it work properly, and make it a democratic mechanism of 

planning or of governing, the urban realm. 

AS: I guess its also possible when the authorities believe in participation that it would be really 

supported, otherwise its impossible to control these kinds of gestures of participation.  The formula is 

there, fill it in, but nobody controls whether they even looked at it.  What I’m thinking is, what about, when 

we get into a participation process, what then, because what Meike was saying in trying to introduce 

political theory in the development of the city, or projects related to cities, what happens when you have 

conflictual opinions?  What do you do?  You find yourself as a kind of facilitator or an agency and you have 

people around you who are passionate about participating but they have very different opinions.  What do 

you think about that?  Because that happened in Garden Service too, that was the situation. 

 

??: You just remind me a bit of the live project we have just done, where you have eleven people 

throwing ideas at the same time, we spend six hours trying to figure out what should we do!  And at the 

end I think some people give up, some people got louder voices and we compromise somehow, just to go 

ahead 

 

NL: Maybe you need somebody who is a mediator between the two tries to be impartial.  In our group 

for the live project, we didn’t have anyone who was standing back, watching what everyone was saying 

and doing, moving things forward, so it didn’t move forward very well!  Maybe that’s what you need, even if 

they’re not impartial maybe that’s their job. 

DP: This is one possibility.  There is another one in which there are, I suppose, methods for example 

you are establishing roles in the group and these roles could be changed.  And a person in the group is 

taking this position of mediator or decider, or of going in the other camp the position and trying to 

understand.  I would call it a reversible hierarchy of roles, in which somehow everybody exteriorises a little 

bit its own position, and see it from outside, within a consensus on a way of functioning.   

NL: I think it becomes a problem, when as you say, you let the loudest voice win, that’s when 

problems start. 

DP: But this is when you have nothing in place.  Its like in a jungle! The strongest will impose itself and 

that’s all.  But if you have rules of functioning…  In the whole school event I have introduced the swapping 

hat method that we have used in the live project a few years ago, which was quite interesting because 

everybody had to be a tutor, a secretary, you know, so they took… 

AS: What is the live project, I am interested to hear, what do you call the live project here? 

It’s a project where we get split into groups of eleven, years five and six together, and we all have real 

clients, so you have to work with a real client, doing a real project, go out into the community.  A lot of it is 

about community participation 

AS: you go to the community and say “I am here! Use me”? 

DP: No, there is a call for projects and they are sometimes communities, different types of clients, they 

could be schools, and the types of projects also could be very different, from a feasibility study, to a small 



 8 

research project, we are paying attention to not be underused in terms of the skills, not just be taken as a 

labour force, and to do painting or whatever!  So we are discussing before hand and the projects are 

coming through networks, the students themselves or former students are sometimes bringing projects, 

tutors through their networks, and sometimes organisations in the city that know already about this device.  

We have functioned in this way, but maybe this is another question we could be more publicly open about 

receiving projects and calling for projects, which might bring different kinds of projects. 

MS(2): I have a question.  In that case, in space park people use the space different from architect’s view, 

and in the users process of use, they change the use, quite often, so I think the architect can never 

consider fully the users purpose, so what can we do in the design process when we consider the use of 

people? 

MS: Yes, that’s a difficult question.  I suppose… you told a story that it was an American company 

who were building it, who are commissioning architects from outside who didn’t know they area and might 

not even have been there- it could be that they have just sat and done the project on the drawing table, 

because its also a very commercial kind of architecture. So they have done a pure technical job, you can 

say, they have not involved themselves in thinking about social consequences.  I guess it’s the way how 

you define your profession.  Architecture is very broad and it can be all sorts of things, if you see yourself 

as a technician, somebody who builds, dealing with materials and puts up structures that do not fall down 

and that’s it, then that is one definition, but of course its much more interesting to open up to a much 

broader context.  Even yesterday, at the dinner I had a long conversation with Mathias Heyden who was 

part of the exhibition about community centres and he said even working in a very local context is 

sometimes not enough because then you lose also the view of another picture, of a larger economic and 

political picture, you see only your neighbourhood suddenly.  So it might be very good to change 

perspective and try to take in as many perspectives as you can, and for that of course, it is quite good to 

work with participation because then you have suddenly, you know, you are not an expert on your own 

who has to invent certain things, how that community might behave, but you have suddenly the possibility 

to ask hundreds of experts, who are experts in everyday life , who know their neighbourhood from a one to 

one relationship, and they give you so much information that you would never be able to collect on your 

own.  

NE: What I find interesting about this building is that they didn’t know how it would be used maybe, 

but had these very set ideas and produce a very set form of a building with very high walls, very concrete, 

no flexibility, if they were unsure of how it might evolve, perhaps they should have designed in a lot more 

flexibility, more openness.  For a public building its very private, inward looking structure. 

MS: Yes that’s true 

NL: I think that its kind of an example of where working in a multi-disciplinary firm might have worked 

better, if these architects had worked with perhaps urban designers, different people involved so you do 

get different perspectives, perhaps this building could have worked if it was designed in a different way?  

Perhaps one part of the team would have looked at the users?  Perhaps it’s a design issue? 

RJ: I suppose it depends when they were brought in though,  If someone’s decided what they want. 

NL: No but from the beginning. 

RJ: Yes, that’s what I mean, if they were brought in and consulted from the beginning, rather than just 
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saying we’re doing a space centre 

MS: But I’m not sure if its only a design issue.  I think it’s a lot of different components, for example, 

one project that is often quoted as one that has made such an enormous change and that is Guggenheim 

in Bilbao.  And I suppose that you can look at that in this sort of context, that this building was supposed to 

do the same sort of thing as Frank Ghery’s Guggenheim, but then people look only at the building and see 

this spectacular building and think that was the reason, this architecture is so attractive for so many 

tourists and that was the reason why the city is suddenly so well off.  But I would say economically and in 

terms of thinking of networks how you send tourists around, make them circulate in the city this was a very 

carefully planned project, which is an urban project.  And this Frank Ghery building is just one very little 

component in an enormous plan and I think that is lacking here.  I think people are blind for that, you need 

to provide the entire infrastructure, you cannot just sit and put an object somewhere. 

DP: But I think you can still question, this planning in Bilbao and if it is really a good example and if it 

really works, and for whom it works, because , I know that there are studies and projects about Bilbao 

citizens who are not very happy with what’s going on there.  I mean the city develops in a certain direction 

that not everybody is included.  So there are lots of small shops, small jobs that have disappeared and 

another type of jobs that are very much around tourism have developed.  And the residential areas that 

became very expensive and the whole city became much more expensive than it was before.  So I think it’s 

the model of development, also that can be questioned, and not only if it works, or if it doesn’t work. 

MS: Yes sure, absolutely.  But in that case, that was exactly their model.  They thought they put this 

building there and have this experience science centre and it would attract people from the entire region to 

come there, then they would shop, and live in the hotel, go to the cinema and that was the success story 

they were dreaming of. 

 

??: When they were dreaming of that, putting the big building there, did they put any other things like 

car park, or public transport, to bring people to there.  Or were the thinking the building is there, they will 

just go?  Even though it has many boundaries. 

 

MS: They built an enormous amount of parking spaces, and there is a tram where you can get out, but 

still it is remote from the city. 

AS: It’s a facility of this suburban area called Gröperlinger, that’s very close by.  But the city is away 

from this.  It’s a typical brown field development, that used to function as a harbour before and with 

economic crisis after Thatcher, this became abandoned and they closed down the industry, lots of worker 

lost their jobs and there is big unemployment.  Just next door basically. 

DP: Gröperlinger now is an area inhabited by immigrants, and for them there is a mosque just close 

by, and there are two fleches, the rocket and the mosque.  And I think its almost insulting for this 

neighbourhood to bring a theme park on space without really considering anything about them other than 

just shopping mall.  They are supposed to be consumers and maybe come to buy things there and 

populate the area a little bit, but there is nothing offered other than… well the kids [in the film] were very 

clear “its very expensive , and its fun yes but its not for us.”  Its not a playground, its something else.   

AS: Its actually a bit what Koolhaas suggested with the bigness, that bigness creates its own context.  
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And that’s what this thing is trying to do, a context which is nothing actually.  So in many ways, it follows 

the mainstream architects idea.  But its… well I think I can be very critical of what Koolhaas is suggesting, 

but in relation to Bilbao there is another case which you probably wanted to point out, its called “City of 

Culture of Galicia” I don’t know if you have heard about that competition.  Years ago, I think it was 2003, 

that a competition was announced and Eisenman has got the commission.  They had invited several star 

architects from the whole world, Koolhaas was also one of them, and so on.  And Eisenman has won the 

project, this enormous structure again, its placed on the opposite hill from Santiago de Compostela, its in 

Galicia, a region in Spain which is topographically is valleys and little hills, and small settlements and small 

cities, and in the last years they invested a lot of money in small cultural institutions, libraries, museums, all 

kinds of small institutions appeared and worked fairly well.  Then the politician came to this idea that he 

wants to have another Bilbao there so Eisenman very happily served the idea, and produced some kind of 

God gestures.  You know like cut off the hill and replace the hill with his own building.  Literally!  With some 

kind of form like this, with no perspective in mind- what does that mean for the whole region of Spain, the 

place itself, Santiago de Compostela, and what is going to be the programme?  They don’t know what is 

going to be the programme.  Its going to be “City of Culture of Galicia” but they don’t know what to bring in 

there!   

SB: I think culture is something that builds slowly over time, I don’t think you can just plonk it down 

anywhere.  like Alton Towers!  It used to be a house, then they got some rides, then a few more!  

AS: But what I am trying to question here is his position as an architect.  All these big guys, they 

wouldn’t criticise the brief of the competition.  Because they have this authority actually, they have built up 

there persona, so high, they could question this desire of this politician in Spain, to say, ‘hey this is 

impossible, this you should not do” and bring the brief in, which would state something.  But they didn’t.  

And Koolhaas would never do that.  He would never do that in China either.  And Ghery would never do 

that and Eisenman would never do that.  I mean this is also some kind of disease within architectural 

profession, that’s all over the place! 

NL: Its maybe about status, they like to have these big buildings, and that’s what they see as being a 

good thing, where the world recognises them,  

AS: Sure, sure, years ago about 20 years ago, I was listening to the lecture of Eisenman when he 

actually just moaned about the fact that he wants to come under glossy page, the first page, of the GA 

magazine in Japan, that was the goal to make this building in Tokyo and that’s it.  No other interest.  So 

also, actually we have to question our own profession and produce some kind of critique.   

NL: Isn’t that about…people as they are anyway? 

NE Arrogance 

DP: Its complicated because it’s the professional scene also, that is producing them or pushing them 

that society itself that encourages individual performance and the way of getting recognition, is to be well 

known and to have big commissions.  And this is what is valorised, by society first, and then by all the 

mechanisms including media 

NL: Perhaps, when people recognise projects that are done through participation that will change a 

little bit. 

MS: I think it also has to do with the planning system itself and with the political system.  We have a 
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system of representative democracy, so that means that there are a few people who take the lead and 

everybody else is supposed to stay out, not to make any trouble or problems, so that this system works.  

And planning is the same thing.  You have again those few representatives and others are not supposed to 

interfere.  I think this is a problem of structure also, but in fact I am quite optimistic that an architect who 

goes in and work with communities and that maybe its possible to activate collectives and groups. 

SW: I think there’s one role we can add, and that’s not as an architect but as a citizen who is 

interested.  Because as an architect we know what will happen with this kind of mega-project.  Then if you 

can provide information in another story, because most of the time this kind of project is only advertised by 

one story, “we’ll bring jobs” or anything… but then you can act as another role, that providing the 

disadvantage of what will happen to the wider public, and then it raise awareness. Because people, well 

there is one guy, he is not an architect, I know in Thailand, there is a kind of mega-project like this and he 

just launched a website that critique the project, so people know more about it and delay the process.  So 

there’s a space we can intervene before it starts. 

DP: I’m sorry I think we have to stop here, if you want to catch your train! 


