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Design Driven Research in teaching refers to
the thick research values embedded in aca-
demic design experiences that are at the core
of all studio-based courses and diplomas but
very often completely neglected as products of
scientific and/or research value. Studio-based
courses and diplomas are also the places where
most of the design-based professors’ time and
energy are allocated.

The expanded field of Interiors refers to an inter-
pretation of the discipline focused on Peogple,
Places, and Practices. In other words, on what
architecture is and how it shapes our common
living environment, how spatial, material, and
constructive qualities can enhance people’s
everyday lives, and how quality and timeles-
sness create the basis for the built environmen-
ts of the future.

The book series aims to increase the understan-
ding of the embedded values of Design Driven
Research in teaching.
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1t was Henry Corbin’s gift to enable us to experience in this room thoughts that come
from another language and culture, as if they were of our own hearts. He spoke from
within his speech; he was his words. This rhetorical imaginative power is himma of which
Corbin writes in his study of lbn Arabi. This power of the heart is what is specifically
designated by the word himma, a word whose content is perhaps best suggested by the
Greek word enthymesis, which signifies the act of meditating, conceiving. Imagining,
projecting, ardently desiring - in other words, of having (something) present in the thy-
mos, which is vital force, soul, heart, intention, thought, desire.
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Introduction

Architectural ethnography has increasingly been a focus
of attention thanks to recent studies by Albena Yaneva'
and practices and research carried out by Momoyo Kai-
jima2 with her Atelier Bow-Wow. Considering these well-
known examples, we have started to interrogate these
experiences by going back to the roots of the term eth-
nography. Ethnography comes from Greek and this is
the meaning given in the Treccani online encyclopaedia:
«written representation of forms of social and cultural
lives of human groups»®. At the same time, ethnography
refers both to aresearch methodology with some specific
features and to the textual product of that knowledge
path (Madden, 2017). Given this background, the main
question that underpins this essay is: what happens
when the observer in an ethnographical path is an archi-
tect or a person who has a specific spatial awareness -
meaning attention to the space, its form, and design, its
materiality as well as the way it is used?

In the last seven years, we have been reflecting on
this question thanks also to joint work in a series of de-
sign-based studios at the School of Architecture, Urban
Planning, and Construction Engineering at Politecnico di
Milano*.

In using ethnography, as well as in proposing ethno-
graphical approaches to students, personal stories play
a core role in the way cognitive paths are framed and
undertaken. This means that our personal stories and
dialogues have played a core role in framing this essay.
At this stage, we want to introduce ourselves as well as
emphasise our view that the value of this work is shaped
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by our different backgrounds: Paola is an expert in plan-
ning and urban policy who has been practicing and
teaching ethnographical approaches for many years;
Gennaro is an expert in interiors and domestic culture,
who has coupled a theoretical reflection on dwelling with
a significant orientation to design.

Our work is framed in a continuous tension between
our similarities and distances. Our cooperation started
from the shared conviction that a good architect or plan-
ner should own at least one pair of comfortable shoes for
walking, observing the city, and learning from (not about)
residents and users of a place. At the same time, in our ex-
perience, acquiring knowledge of the city and its architec-
ture is also a bodily experience in the space. Knowledge
comes from pleasant (and sometimes also unpleasant)
experiences, as well as from a deep love -philia -(feelings
matter!) for cities, places, and architecture.

Writings by ethnographers from a sociological or an-
thropological background, teach us that everyone brings
their own background to the field®. If the background is in
Architecture, Planning, or Urban Studies, this will also be
reflected in spatial awareness. From our positioning, we
are thus interested in the architect/designer’s capacity
to observe people’s everyday life in the space. From now
on, we will refer mainly to architects using ethnography,
but it is our belief that the reflections that led to this essay
are helpful also for planners, urban designers, and people
dealing with urban studies in general.

Evenif convergences do exist, also our distances should
be underlined: in disciplinary terms, it is possible to say
that urban ethnography could have a role even if limited to
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an exploratory dimension; on the other hand, architecture
intrinsically implies a transformative and design tension.

Our cooperation has been tested first of all in a series
of teaching experiences where students were stimulat-
ed to understand the relevance for designers of in-depth
observation of the intertwining between people, plac-
es, and practices in the use of spaces in everyday life.
To this end, a series of exercises that could broadly be
described as experiences of direct participant observa-
tion -the key methodology of research for an ethnogra-
pher - have been proposed. The potentialities of ethno-
graphical methodologies of inquiry have been explored
with reference to interiors (not necessarily domestic),
and to urban public spaces, where public has a broad-
er definition than that imposed by property regimes or
by architects’ and planners’ envisaged uses and users.
On the contrary, the public nature of a place has been
tested and challenged through the intensity and variety
of uses and users®.

During the seven years we have been working and
teaching together, People, Places, and Practices have be-
come three keywords through which we have stimulated
students to observe the city, its inhabitants, and its users.
At the same time, these keywords have been useful to
clarify —first of all for ourselves -some common grounds
of two apparently very distant disciplinary profiles.

People, as both (urban) ethnography and interiors,
give a core role to human beings - on the one hand,
by observing and trying to understand how people live
and use places in their everyday life, on the other hand
by designing places for people to live in.

People Places Practices 9
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Introduction

Places, because we share a specific focus on the spa-
tial dimension, no matter if related to interiors, architec-
ture, or the urban at smaller and bigger scales.

Practices, as an ethnographical approach for any dis-
cipline committed to developing comprehension or to
transforming a place, should (from our point of view) be
intrinsically interested in understanding how an articu-
lated system composed of places/objects/people works
in a specific location. We share a discomfort towards any
form of design not sensitive to the everyday uses of the
space. We give value to an exploration of what is already
there in terms of places, in terms of how people use the
space, and in terms of how people express and cope with
their needs through spatial practices.

In these years, our teaching experiences, our read-
ings, and some joint research paths’ have stimulated
a reflection that starting from urban ethnography, has
tried to develop an understanding of the specificities of
ethnographical approaches for designers?, and of the so-
called architectural ethnography®. This essay constitutes
an attempt to take stock of the theoretical background
that has fed our path, as well as to share thoughts and
experiences as teachers and researchers in a school of
Architecture and Planning.

People Places Practices "1
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Starting Blocks
A starting point for us has been without any doubt Ethnog-
raphy for Designers by Galen Cranz®. Since the first pages
of her book, the author underlines that architecture is not
only structure, form, or function. Cultural and social aspects
are also relevant and should play a core role for a designer.
Through her teaching experiences at the Harvard School
of Design, Cranz outlines a path that, from her point of view,
aims at training future designers to listen to the users. In her
book, she takes stock of some previous writings to underline
how ethnographic methodologies may support architectural
practice". According to Pavlides and Crangz, the ultimate goal
of teaching architecture should be related to improving the
design, and learning from the users of the spaces is a way to
improve their design. For them, getting trained to observe us-
ers and uses is a relevant skill, no matter if the final aimiis re-
alising a new building, or re-using an existing one. If ethnog-
raphy is the description (graph) of people (ethnos), a part of
the work could also be related to describing behaviours in the
space and material expressions of culture-where culture has
a broad meaning and includes of course also architecture.
Cranz's work focuses on some specificities of ethnog-
raphy when practiced by designers, underlining the main
aspects of developing an ethnographical approach with a
specific spatial awareness. Making reference to studies on
human territoriality, she investigates the role of space in
power relationships, in facilitating encounters, and in sepa-
rating uses and people. In her work, a quite clear distinction
is established between direct participant observation (the key
methodology of research for an ethnographer) and participa-
tion in architecture. If participation implies in a more or less
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rhetorical way a devolution in choices on possible futures for
a place from the architect to (a usually a limited number of)
residents and users, direct participant observation implies
a form of learning based on a whole-of-a-body experience
where all the designer’s senses are in use to understand a
situation in the space. Observation is visual but happens also
through touch - Pallasma’s Eyes of the Skin'? - smells, and
sounds. Many aspects that could be explored through differ-
ent sensorial direct experiences can contribute to rendering
a place/architecture more or less comfortable, welcoming,
and used. A designer may observe practices in the space
and learn from the users. But, we argue with Cranz, this form
of learning is not collected to devolve choices to the users.
Observing users and uses of the space should not substitute
design choices that come from expert knowledge that users
do not possess. From our point of view, direct participant ob-
servation (by architects) and participation seem to stay even
on two opposite sides: in the first case, the observer is also a
participant in the places and their practices, and participat-
ing allows to develop a better understanding of the relation
people-places-practices; in the second case the end-users
are called to participate to the architect’s work.

The less convincing aspect of Cranz’s work is that it out-
lines a sort of toolkit on how to realise an ethnographic path
-significantly coded in each step-in a compressed period of
time (shortness of time is given e.g. by the academic semes-
ter or by competitions for professionals). Actually, ethnogra-
phy is not so easy to be coded in a linear way. It is also being
open to serendipity and surprise, discovering relevant issues
through paths that lead to unexpected situations and prac-
tices'. A tension to outline a sort of toolkit* could also be
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found in Nova'®, who defines architectural ethnography as
a way of doing field research investigating forms, technolo-
gies, and building materials. At the same time, it deals with
the sociocultural context of architecture. Field research in-
cludes surveys of the buildings, mapping places, direct par-
ticipant observation, and interviews with different actors in-
volved in building and dwelling as a part of material culture.

If Cranz integrates a more traditional vision of ethnogra-
phy focused on people and social relationships with specif-
ic attention to forms and quality of the space, Nova’s work
calls for a focus also on the materiality of the built environ-
ment seen as an expression of a situated culture. These con-
tributions constitute starting blocks for us but need further
work to understand how ethnographic knowledge for de-
sign and for testing design could be produced and trans-
mitted to the students.

Investigating a knowledge process is never simple, even
more, if, as Nova underlines in his observation of the work
of professionals using ethnographical approaches, not all
the steps to understand the links between observation, rep-
resentation, narration, and design are explicated. The ac-
tual unfolding of the learning process remains mysterious,
and this should not be surprising given the fact that hidden
forms of tacit knowledge'® are typical of artistic practices.
However, through a review of the literature that relates eth-
nography, architecture, and design, it is possible at least to
outline a map of what has been written and investigated
and also to exclude some paths that seem far from what is
proposed here. We deal with distances and commonalities
with existing experiences and literature in the next two sec-
tions of this essay.

People Places Practices 15
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Distances

A first stream of research, even if referred to as ethnogra-
phy for design and architecture, focuses on the methodo-
logical aspects of ethnographic research. This is the case,
to give an example, of the Ethnography Field Guide devel-
oped by Helsinki Design Lab". These studies and prac-
tices seem focused on providing an overview of the work
of an ethnographer and his/her methodological steps for
inquiring about a place/situation. This positioning has not
beenassumedinour view, andin some way, it is a work that
we prefer to leave to experts of ethnography tout court.
At the same time, we are not interested in investigating
how ethnographers and designers could actually work
together and build up teams in architectural practice.
For us, the point is related to investigating the productive/
performative tension that results from combining knowl-
edge tools that come from architecture with methodolog-
ical tools that come from ethnography to observe, under-
stand, and describe places that will be designed.

Other studies have developed ethnographic researchon
the professional practice of architects. This is the case of a
large collection of essays on ethnographic observations of
everyday work in architectural offices edited by Albena Ya-
neva'™. This is an interesting strand of studies that is once
again far from our perspective, even if some aspects touch
pivotal points also for us. For example, Van der Linden,
Dong and Heylighen?® have focused on the representation
of users of spaces in architectural practice by observ-
ing how architects work in three renowned architectural
firms in Belgium. Through this observation, they argue
that architects rarely have access to the users’ point of view.

People Places Practices 17



They often work - especially in public procurement
-re-imagining the inhabitants to the point of inventing
fictional users. The research explores the range of atti-
tudes architects take to build profiles of the people they
are designing for. The study, on the one hand, criticises
the representations and narratives of the architects, in
which the inhabitants are substantially absent; on the
other, it emphasizes the imaginative process that is un-
folded to build a fictional figure within a project. The au-
thors show that even if people are rarely consulted,-and
designers are generally aware that they do not control
their perspective-in constructing these figures, person-
al experiences and imaginaries are mobilised to have
reference models. Finally, they conclude by observing
how the absence of the voice of the inhabitants and us-
ers hardly becomes the subject of discussion in doing an
architectural project.

Our work takes stock of these ethnographical obser-
vations of architectural practice and underlines the rel-
evance of observing the interweaving between people,
places, and practices to unfold the users’ needs in a less
fictional way. This is our positioning in investigating eth-
nography for design, but also to create architecture as
we like to think about it. Architecture should be rooted in
the everyday life of people?'.

Several researchers (for example Kingery-Page,
et al.??) are focused on the possibility of using ethno-
graphic methods to activate participatory processes
in architecture. On this point, as already mentioned, we
agree with Cranz® in affirming the relevance of an ethno-
graphic approach to the project, which is different from
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participation, a quite common misunderstanding when
referring to ethnography in architecture and planning.

Since the beginning of the 21stcentury, literature has
also underlined an ethnographical turn in product de-
sign?4. Our work takes distance from a series of aspects
of these experiences: e.g. design ethnography focused
on the product and not on the knowledge process, thus
conceived as a use of ethnography to design success-
ful products; ethnography through artifacts, a proactive
form of ethnography in which objects are introduced
in some places to provoke reactions from the users;
mobile ethnography in which, through digital tools, the
researcher may not be physically present in a context,
and the number of informants may be multiplied in an
exponential way. In our work, we have investigated the
interaction between the ethnographer-designer, people,
and places. Thickness of descriptions®® comes from an
open direct participant process, from a bodily exposition
of the observer in the space?®, from openness to surprise
which cannot be finalised to a product, from a capacity
to select the information that is not related to the quan-
tity of gathered data.

People Places Practices 19
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Horizons

Stender et al.?” talk about Architectural Anthropology in
questioning what architects can learn from anthropol-
ogists and vice versa®. These authors underline how,
in the last thirty years, social sciences, including anthro-
pology, have renewed their interest in the organisation
of space, in the places and forms of human habitation,
in the relationship between the physical context and so-
cial life, in materiality and therefore in the interaction
between the human and the non-human. They argue that
contemporary anthropologists interested in architecture
are more likely to contribute to theoretical discourses,
while architects who also rely on anthropology seem to
be interested above all in ethnographic methods. In this
context, the authors point out some peculiarities of an-
thropologists and architects-ethnographers that help to
outline their profiles. Among these, an important issue
concerns the communicative aspect because architects,
more than anthropologists, communicate graphically.
Images are increasingly used as tools of knowledge and
not only as a means for final representation.

In Learning from Architectural Ethnography, Kaijima2®
assumes that life exceeds architecture, yet at the same
time, it is the basis and essence of architecture. Also for
this reason, understanding life in its different forms, as
ethnography does, is a precondition for engaging with life.
The research questions that emerge in this volume are
interesting also to us: what is the meaning of this en-
gagement with life in architecture? How can the myriad
of situations that nourish the design of a building and, at
the same time, are the result of this design, be mapped?
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Horizons

How architectural drawings are produced to be not a
simple annotation system, but also a tool to document,
discuss and evaluate architecture? How drawings can
work to explore people’s uses, needs, and aspirations?
The aim of the volume is to highlight the relationship
between architecture and ethnography, with particular
attention to the role of representation and the use of
drawing. One of the conclusions is that drawings show,
on the one hand, the relationship between architecture
and society (and its transformations), and on the oth-
er hand, the role that architecture (and more generally
space) plays in modifying and improving everyday life.

These issues are also unpacked in ARCH+ Architek-
turethnografie edited by Andreas Kalpakci, Momoyo
Kaijima, and Laurent Stalder®°. Through a series of ex-
amples, this volume seeks to understand methods and
practices of drawing when it is used as a tool to observe
the world. And more, in an interview, edited once again
by Kaijima, the anthropologist Tim Ingold®' talks about
how drawing is a fundamental method to build a link be-
tween observation and transcription. In his writings, In-
gold often insists on the relationship between drawing,
observation, and architecture, underlining that from his
point of view, architecture is not just a matter of form or
construction, but a way of questioning the world that is
characterised by a fascination for materials and struc-
tures, surfaces and atmospheres, the multi-sensorial ex-
perience that could be offered by a place when is trans-
formed by the architect to host life for human beings
and for life forms in general.
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Teaching Between Interiors and the Urban

The exercises that have been proposed to our studentsin
the last seven years have helped to feed issues already
explored by other scholars, to question ourselves on
the cognitive processes implemented in practicing eth-
nography for architecture, but also to try to understand
which steps make it possible to teach this positioning,
beyond the logic of giving students a sort of toolkit.

In particular, we make reference to four teaching ex-
periences in design studios that have been meaningful
for us: ReCoDe-Redesigning Contemporary Dwelling®?
(2017-2020), focused on the observation of the domes-
tic dimension; Gratosoglio Ground Zero, focused on the
observation of the ground floors of a stigmatised social
housing estate in the outskirts of Milan (2019); Quaran-
tined Houselives that has been carried out online dur-
ing the early months of the 2020 lockdown, a situation
in which the domestic dimension was observed in a
self-ethnographical (Carsten, 2018) and introverted con-
dition; UAH!-Unconventional Affordable Housing (2022-
2023) focused on the transformation of a former office
building, into dwellings.

In all the design studios, fieldwork to observe people,
places, and practices played a core role (also in terms
of time reserved for direct participant observation in
the schedule). Students were provided with a system
of instructions to track and represent ethnographical
observation where tools were defined (drawing, writing,
photographing), while contents were completely open
to discoveries in the field. This way of working has high-
lighted the productive character of a system of investi-
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gation based on the subjective value of observation, but
also the added value of a shared and normalised system
of restitution and narration.

With ReCoDe, students have been asked to iden-
tify unconventional housing situations within their
family or friend network. With unconventional, we ref-
erenced to situations not referable to the tradition-
al family unit composed of a heterosexual couple and
one or two natural children living together in a sin-
gle home. All the situations were analysed through
photographic essays and by making interviews with
dwellers. This information converged into an Atlas of
Non-conventional Families composed of over 300 cas-
es that illustrate the different types of unconvention-
al ways of living and their associated social profiles.
For each case, a daily diary of domestic life was drawn up,
focusing on the organisation and shared use of the space.
This information was diagrammed with particular atten-
tion to the form of the space, the arrangement of the fur-
nishings, and the general type of dwelling, as well as the
distinction between private and collective spaces, and
their degree of crowding. Particular attention was given
to the representation of the architectural structure but
also to furniture or objects capable of illustrating the way
in which people occupy and live their spaces. Drawings
and diagrams gave evidence on the places (spaces) and
moments (time) of greatest conflict within the houses,
showing all the limits of the modernist domestic pro-
ject based on an idea of the family that found its reflec-
tion in the form and structure of dwellings. Dimensional
and distributive inadequacies showed all the limits of a
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univocal and no longer dominant culture of living. The
findings of this ethnographic post-production work al-
lowed the sketching of a manifesto for a new housing
design strategy3*

In Gratosoglio Ground Zero®* students have been guid-
edinunderstanding therole played by space in the organ-
isation of social life. Far from any form of spatial deter-
minism, the work has highlighted how spaces can bridge
or separate people, reproduce a certain social order,
or question it, as well as how objects can play a signifi-
cant antagonistic role. All students interacted with res-
idents and users, took note of what emerged from the
exploration in the field, and transcribed the exploration
through written texts, drawings, and photographs that
were then organised to evoke encounters, atmospheres,
perceptions, emotions, and multisensory experiences.
All these materials were post-produced in A5 format and
used to develop thick and spatialised descriptions of peo-
ple, places, and practices of everyday life in Gratosoglio.
This micro-level of representation of the observed prac-
tices focused on the physical description of the contexts
and objects in which the most significant practices were
recorded. Particular attention was given to the materiali-
ty of spaces. Coupled with this micro-level, students also
worked on a macro-level of representation by collectively
creating anobject of co-design: abigisometry-12 meters
long and 3 meters high-of the entire area of Gratosoglio.
The isometry has then been used to report where the
most significant practices occurred. This was a big map
on which, as post-its, objects, backgrounds, and flooring,
fragments of ethnographic descriptions, interviews,
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Teaching Between Interiors and the Urban

and forms of listening activated in the places during the
fieldwork sessions could be reported. The map made it
possible to put on the same level information on places
(in their physical and experiential description), people
(using or inhabiting those spaces), and practices (making
those places alive and nourishing them with meaning).
The twelve tables of Gratosoglio represent the spaces of
the neighbourhood, and intersect the personal stories of
people living there, as well as the stories of the students
that have been observing those places for a semester.
A dialogue between narratives was triggered and allowed
to go beyond a prevailing stigmatizing gaze. Instead, a
series of creative and design forces were captured.
Quarantined Houselives®® represented a real chal-
lenge for a course that was conceived to draw information
through fieldwork: the field, out from classrooms, had sud-
denly become a banned place to go, and this had happened
afew days before starting. The decision was to confirm the
combination of tracking tools already used in Gratosoglio
Ground Zero -written texts, photographic narratives, and
drawings - and to use them to represent the everyday
uses inside the houses, the rooms, the common places,
the terraces, and gardens. Each student’s home became
the field. In some way, this work brought back to some as-
pects of ReCoDe such as cohabitation, but also rendered
more evident the competition on objects, the new rhythm
inside the rooms, including conflict for their multiple uses.
Transcriptions on the uses of the space in more tradition-
al families were useful to understand how living rooms
had been transformed into study rooms or offices during
the day, movie theatres in the evening, and bedrooms for a
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family member at night. At the same time, within apart-
ments shared with other students, an urgent require-
ment for privacy emerged, and each room could become
a sort of personal shell to carry out every daily activity
from dawn to dusk, paradoxically limiting to a minimum
the contact in the common areas with other cohabitants.

A particularly useful exercise was the mapping of life
around objects, which brought out a sort of catalogue of
affordances®® of tables, carpets, and beds, transformed
into scenarios for the most diverse activities, sometimes
far from those for which they were originally designed.
Objects and space affordances proved to be an extreme-
ly valuable resource in improving the livability of rooms
in quarantined houses. This observation produced a de-
sign knowledge beyond what has been observed in the
personal dimension of our students’ homes in a moment
of emergency. This experience was, without any doubt,
research into an introverted field, but allowed also a re-
flection on broader societal issues beyond the specifici-
ties of interiors, questioning all the limitations of Modern
Movement codes and norms for housing.

In UAH!-Unconventional Affordable Housing, students
have been encouraged to work starting from some find-
ings on the new ways of thinking at interiors and dwell-
ing defined through ReCoDe. These findings were used
to develop a project of transformation of the Palazzo
Aiuto Materno located in the historical center of Bo-
logna. The building is the target of a real design com-
petition related to the European call Reinventing Cities.
The request from the bid is to outline its transformation
from an office building and residences into shared hous-
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ingandservicesopentothecity. Thecallrequiresthat«The
ground floor must be “active” and include sustainable com-
munity services and uses [...]. The more private domestic
spaces can be integrated with more open common spaces
for activities that connect the building to the city»®".

In this case, the ethnographic path has been devel-
oped both to understand the specificities of everyday
life in the area where the building is located and to ac-
tivate critical thinking on the activities that can actual-
ly contribute to making the ground floor and domestic
spaces alive and integrated with urban dynamics. The
Pilot Book3® Bologna - as the final product of the urban
analysis has been named -has been the common ground
on which students’ observations (textual, photograph-
ical, and visual) have found their manifestation and
mutual interactions. An experience that has helped to
understand how academical could be the distinction be-
tween interior and urban when attention is given mainly
to the quality of everyday life.
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On Knowledge Process in Architectural Ethnography
The research paths, as well as teaching practices, have
led to a reflection on knowledge processes that, from our
points of view, characterise Architectural Ethnography.
To simplify our thoughts, this knowledge process has
been divided into four interconnected and sometimes
overlapping steps:
(a) entering the field and defining it;
(b) staying in the field and absorbing knowledge;
(c) post-producing what has been observed and tracked
in the field;
(d) orienting the post-production also based on the final
output.

Regarding the entrance into the field, this is, of course,
a process as the field is not out there ready to be discov-
ered. The definition of a field is a way to interrogate plac-
es and it could be defined and re-defined through discov-
eries and encounters. Through our experiences, we have
understood that the architect enters the field carrying the
filter that is given by his/her tacit knowledge. If it is pos-
sible, as suggested by Cranz®®, and as we usually ask our-
selves and students, observing practices and uses of the
space without imagining that space could work better if
designed in a different way, some specificities related to
the architects’ tacit knowledge seem very difficult to be
suspended. In particular tacit knowledge here is referred
to the awareness of the role that could be played by the
space in framing social relationships (beyond any de-
terministic temptation), the attention to materiality and
construction, and the focus on people in the space. At the
same time, the architects use specific tools-e.g.drawing -
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to visualise, interrogate and understand how places
work and to frame a personal knowledge of them®.
We will call this mix of both tacit and explicit knowledge
and tools the architect’s filter.

The fieldwork phase exposes the architect to a mul-
titude of information - a bodily experience in the space
where the architect’s filter is always on. What happens
during fieldwork and how the experience is tracked and
selected, as already underlined by Nova*, remains a
mystery. This phase is mostly chaotic, disorganised, and
hopefully open to serendipity and to take advantage of
the unexpected. In fact, it plays a core role in producing
thick and counterintuitive descriptions of places. It is
in these precise moments that the architects’ filter is in
action, when all his/her (tacit and explicit) knowledge is
engaged and immersed with people, places, and practic-
es. Here bodily experience is not an option but the fun-
damental requirement to produce your own knowing*.
If knowledge consists of elements and solutions, know-
ing consists of processes. Therefore architecture, and its
manifestations, are not only understood as a repertoire
of stories/people/buildings but also as living evidence of
environments that, in their real physicality, can be per-
sonally experienced, explored, and understood. This is
exactly where the personal tacit knowing is formed and
where it needs to be nourished: on the evidence of the ar-
tifacts’ complex manifestations and their multi-sensorial
experiences, and the memories they produce.

In this view, post-production of what has been ob-
served and tracked in the field is, first of all, a selection/
organisation of information, as well as a performative act.

36 On Knowledge Process in Architectural Ethnography

In this phase, the generative value of visualisations be-
comes very clear. Usually, the work with/on drawings,
photos, and written texts is exhausted until they are
able to tell/produce a story and to make visible issues
that before entering the field were not visible. It is a
real blue-sky research work that starts from what is out
there, questioning the evidence and looking beyond ste-
reotypes. A situated knowledge producing thick descrip-
tions and imaginaries takes shape and is performed. Vis-
ualisation can be understood as both a special form of
thick description with a synthetic and generative value
and a personal knowing.

Regarding outputs, of course, for an architect, the type
of performative act is not independent of the objective
that stimulated the need to understand a place better.
At the same time, the findings in the post-production
phases suggest forms and format of communications as
well as the final addresses of the work. Inputs-outputs
relationships - meeting a client, making a project or an
exhibition, writing a book, developing forms of knowl-
edge-sharing with different stakeholders - have a clear
impact on the choices for visualising the work.
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QHL2020, Field Work Report, Cesare
Procaccini.
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An Open Checklist for Teaching

As said, from our point of view, using ethnography and
teaching how to use ethnography should stimulate a re-
flection among scholars and teachers on how to go be-
yond the logic of producing a sort of toolkit that leaves
few spaces to be surprised by people, places, and prac-
tices. We take distance from toolkits as a categorical form
of knowledge, only apparently closer to operativity*3. The
issue is not developing a fast track to perform an ethno-
graphic path aimed at backing design but observing with
an ethnographic gaze a more or less constrained context.

From our experiences, we argue that the use of an
ethnographic approach for/in the project consists in
understanding how an articulated system composed of
space-objects-people works, far from any kind of deter-
ministic functionalism. Ethnography is for us a form of
knowledge and not technical knowledge: it is useful be-
cause it helps to learn and is, therefore, more a form of
knowledge (gnosis) than a téchne.

Among teachers from different disciplines, we have
learned that ethnography is also an art of listening to
each other in a multidisciplinary context: being ethno-
graphical in a school of architecture means being multi-
disciplinary in a way in which everyone (the architect, the
sociologist, the ethnographer, the planner, the policy de-
signer) gives value to his/her own skills, cooperating and
learning from others, but not becoming a chameleon of
others and others’ skills. But not having a toolkit does not
mean not having a methodology. The path outlined on the
starting blocks was helpful in understanding how impor-
tant it is to frame specific ethnographic paths focused
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on spatial practices and the material culture of places.
Here we try to conclude in an open way by framing a
modest proposal to reflect on some points that have
played a core role in our teaching experiences:

Give time to direct participant observation: time to
stay in the field in our teaching experiences has the
same value (also in the schedule) as time spent for lec-
tures, fieldwork, or tutorials in class.

Observing practices and uses of the space without
imagining that space could work better if designed in
a different way. This is really the first form of training
that we practice and offer, namely trying to grasp the
way people, places, and practices of everyday life inter-
twine**, by temporarily suspending the design tension
that comes from our specific background.

Freedom in observation is a keyword. But suggesting
particular attention to the intertwining between people,
places, and practices of everyday life. Moreover, assign-
ing specific formats for field work reports can help to
structure the exploration: simple constraints such as
the paper format, the use of photo-sequences and not of
single pictures, and the request for hand drawings and
micro-narrations have all been experienced as success-
ful guidance.

Being open to serendipity/changing a path if it be-
comes a deadlock. Tracing and giving an account of
changes in the fieldwork due to unexpected encounters
or deadlocks is an important part of the ethnographical
learning process.

Visualisation is a way of producing knowledge and
not a mere representation of reality. Drawing, sketching,

40 On Knowledge Process in Architectural Ethnography

writing, photographing: staying in the field is a crea-
tive practice where the architect’s filter (tools and tacit/
explicit knowledge) is always on and used to gather
(consciously and not) the information that will be select-
ed and organised in the post-production and performa-
tive part of the knowledge path.

Being able to teach that, whatever comes out from
participant observation, ethnographic knowledge for
architects is not a way to perform a users’ centred de-
sign approach, transforming users’ demands into direct
design answers (this is what precisely happens in par-
ticipative processes or ergonomic design, for instance).
From our point of view, this is more likely a way to under-
stand how a place works and reflect on how these under-
standings may support design choices.
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Beyond/before Architectural Ethnography?

As highlighted, interest in architectural ethnography
has been growing, on the one hand, thanks to the (eth-
nographic) studies of Albena Yaneva, on the other hand,
to the works and research of Momoyo Kaijima, and her
Atelier Bow-Wow. This seems a moment of particular
glory for architectural ethnography. Architectural Eth-
nography stresses the relevance of the direct and bodily
experience of architectural places for a thorough under-
standing of both their spatial quality and their uses. This
is an understanding based upon the individual knowing
resulting from the physical experience of places inter-
twined with their visual and textual knowledge.

Body, direct and participant observation are keywords
for any ethnographer, as they were and should still be for
any architect. We would like, therefore, to underline that
something that was fundamental for architecture edu-
cation (the bodily experience and the individual knowing
of meaningful architectural places) has been complete-
ly lost to be, unexpectedly, re-discovered by other dis-
ciplines, namely Architectural Ethnography. This is why
we like to stress that our exercises, even though they
use an ethnographic approach, are inspired by a much
more specific disciplinary tradition that goes further
backin time, looking at some roots of architecture. May-
be we could, in fact, talk about Architectural Ethnogra-
phy by referring to the glorious Grand Tour*®, a tradition
set up by the end of the 18t Century as the final step to
complete the education of any aristocrat, artist or intel-
lectual. Or to the more modern journeys undertaken by
most architects during the first half of the 20t Century.
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These were considered foundational moments - of par-
ticipant observations - in architects’ lives, a personal
source of knowledge and knowing. Or, maybe, we could
call Architectural Ethnography the multidisciplinary
approach in reading places promoted by TEAM X4 or
IL&AUD%". These are two significant experiences of The
Other Modernity*® aimed at establishing a different tra-
dition of doing architecture that have also influenced
most post-war radical architectural pedagogies*°.

Until a few years ago, as a simplified version of these
traditions, there was a common practice of making study
trips. A prolonged fieldwork was intended as the first real
and essential moment of every studio-based course to
learn about relevant architectural environments, make
a bodily experience of meaningful spaces, and observe
their inhabitants and users. This exercise of observation
was intended as a foundational step in building up a per-
sonal knowing of architecture. Using all the specific skills
and disciplinary knowledge that are part of the educa-
tional path®°, such as history and theory of architecture,
construction techniques and materials, and attention to
uses and forms, just to name a few. At the same time, this
was also about learning the relationship between people,
objects, places, and practices. And we could even con-
sider the site survey, one or more prolonged visits to the
working site arranged before and during any academic or
professional project, as part of this long-lasting tradition.

In this inverted perspective, it is easy to recognise
how much the architect —in history - has always had an
archaeological and ethnographic positioning due to the
specific needs related to the understanding of architec-

44 Beyond/before Architectural Ethnography?

ture and the framing of a project. The current aridity of
real spatial experiences - those involving the body and
the real environment -together with the massification of
building’s production, has reduced the architects’ capac-
ities of spatial thinking, leaving the floor to other disci-
plines to take the field.

Nowadays, architecture seems to be deprived of its
own identity, hostage, on the one hand, to architectural
ethnography and, on the other, to the hegemony of per-
formance. Awareness that Architecture is historically
connected to uses and users but never utilitarian, to con-
struction but never technical, and to materials but never
materialistic has been lost. Because, Architecture always
transcends the reasons that determine it®'. This is why we
can still learn from the past and from buildings that have
lost their original functionality, and even from ruins.
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