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This 6th edition of the Criticjall Conference, titled Grapho-
Logics: Deepening into Architecture’s Visual Research
Methods, consolidates the initiative launched more than a
decade ago by the Architectural Design Department of the
Madrid School of Architecture at the Universidad Politécnica
de Madrid (ETSAM-UPM) to provide an international forum
for architectural criticism.

The conference expands its scope as a site of knowledge
production, from which relevant voices are brought together
around the topic proposed for each edition. This year, it takes
the form of a joint event co-organized with the Department of
Architecture and Design of the Politecnico di Torino (DAD—
PoliTO), which hosts the conference at its facilities in the
Castello del Valentino.

We would like to thank all participants for their work and
trust, as well as the members of the Scientific Committee for
their effort and commitment. We also wish to reinforce the
idea contained in the conference’s name: Criticlall is both
a call for criticism and a call for all. An appointment that,
beyond the scope of each edition, we hope will contribute to
strengthening a broader debate on the role of architecture in
the present context.

The Organizing Team
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grapho-logics
deepening into architecture’s visual research methods

The growing fascination about visuality is a global trend that
has no signs of slowing down in a context in which images
are consumed and replaced at the same frenetic speed at
which they are produced. The recent impact of Al on this
continuous flow only reinforces it and, at the same time,
presents the phenomenon as an inevitable fact, with hardly
any mechanisms for critical evaluation of all this visual
material.

The general shift from text to images could be read
as withdrawal from criticality towards sheer visuality,
contributing to generate an implied context of unspoken
words and concepts that nevertheless determines research
agendas.

Almost forty years have passed since Robin Evans’
revindication of the distinctive power of drawings as a
‘medium’. According to Evans, drawings work as translators
between architectural ideas and their built result, even at
the price of needing to be considered as an autonomous
and sometimes contradictory outcome of the architect’s
work. The problems of translation multiply when the visual
and other sensorial information embedded in drawing and
architecture are processed by language, the primal critical
tool. The image that opened Evans’ famous 1986 article,
a photograph of Jasper Jones’ sculpture The Critic Sees
(1961), stresses such problems by suggesting the ironical
distortion of vision produced by linguistic anxiety. Critical
vision, represented by plastic glasses, is ultimately blinded
by words: two gesticulating mouths replace the eyes behind
the glasses, the critic’s speech replaces observation.

Observation together with the possibility of evaluating and
processing visual information, are frequently inhibited by the
need to verbalize, and thus to define, classify, categorize,
also in architecture. The tendency, accelerated by
communication technology and media since the 1960s, can
be exemplified by the compulsive tagging of architectural
forms, graphics and images in social media and the
consequent abortion of critical analysis. In this context, it
is urgent to put the visual-graphical information back at the
core of architectural criticism, either as a source, as a tool
or as a result of critical research.

Grapho-logics claims the power of graphical, and more
generally visual materials to embed and unveil not only
the hidden subjectivities and tacit features of architecture
(similar to the ones the science of graphology investigates)
but also the logics of design, its rational split into parts
and processes, the kind of objectivation that allows
explicit communication and the advancement of collective
knowledge.

The recognition of the potential of any graphic document as
beholder of a specific knowledge can be addressed

in different ways. One of them leads to fetishization of
the original and reinforcement of authorship, therefore
aligning architecture with artistic activity. This could be
exemplified by what happened in the late 1970’s with the
so called “paper architecture”, that ended up entering the
very circuits of the art market. Another completely different
approach would be to confront these documents with the
physical objects they supposedly represent, evaluating
their efficiency as tools to envision realities that did not exist
prior to them, what in Evan’s terms would be labelled as
the “principle of reversed directionality” of the architectural
drawing. Of course, if we admit that the graphic condition is
intrinsically more open to interpretation than language, we
should also be prepared to accept some amount of fidelity
loss. Such capacity to leave traces of hidden intentions,
uncompleted hopes or simple mistakes is far more easily
recognized in handmade drawings. Therefore, in a context
where architecture’s disciplinary toolbox is more and more
digitalized, any of these two alternatives will need to deal
with the role of archives as the privileged custodians of an
almost closed set of research materials.

Finally, a third, perhaps more coherent, way of claiming the
potentialities of drawing as a primary source of inquiry might
be to recognize that visual research methods can generate
evidence that other methods cannot. Critical evaluation
of any architectural concern can involve genuine graphic
results produced by the research itself, bringing new
inquiries into the conversation. But is it possible to overcome
the fever of the diagram, the routine of the genealogical
scheme, or the uniform display for comparative purposes?

The 6th edition of the Criticlall Conference welcomes
contributions that critically address the logics underlying the
graphic material that revolves around architecture, either
through the study of original drawings or the production
of new ones that shed light on a work, specific project,
building or author.

The most basic structure should present the document
under scrutiny, explain the reasons that justify the choice,
formulate new interpretations or perspectives stemming
from it, support these with arguments or new graphic
content and bring the paper to a conclusion.
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Architectural Ethnography as a Methodological Approach in Teaching

Architecture
Drawing as a Performative Form of Knowledge/Knowing

Postiglione, Gennaro'; Briata, Paola?
"Politecnico di Milano, DASTU-Department of Architecture and Urban studies, Milano, Italy, gennaro.postiglione@polimi.it
2 Politecnico di Milano, DASTU-Department of Architecture and Urban studies, Milano, Italy. paola.briata@polimi.it

Abstract

The article reflects on a series of teaching and research experiences that have taken place in the School
of Architecture, Urban Planning, and Construction Engineering at Politecnico di Milano. In the last ten
years, in fact, our teaching experiences, our readings, and some joint research paths have stimulated a
reflection to develop an understanding of the specificities of the so-called “architectural ethnography”.
In particular, in the paper, we make reference to two design studio: Gratosoglio Ground Zero, focused
on the observation of the ground floors of a stigmatised social housing estate in the outskirts of Milan
(2019); Quarantined Houselives (2020) that has been carried out online during the early months of the
2020 lockdown, a situation in which the domestic dimension was observed in a self-ethnographical and
introverted condition.

In these two cases, the post-production of what has been observed and tracked in the field is both a
selection/organisation of information, as well as a performative act. It is in this specific phase that the
generative value of visualisations becomes 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 were
impossible to grasp by any other process. It's a blue-sky research work that starts from ‘what is out
there’, questioning the evidence and looking beyond stereotypes. A situated knowledge producing thick
descriptions and imaginaries? takes shape and is performed.

Visualisation can be understood as both a special form of thick description with a synthetic and
generative value and a personal knowing.

Key words: the architectural drawing, architectural ethnography, interior architecture, spatial practices.

1. Introduction

Architectural ethnography has increasingly drawn attention thanks to the work and research carried out
by Momoyo Kaijima®—both with her studio, Atelier Bow Wow, and through her teaching at ETH Zurich
(Chair of Architectural Behaviorology)—as well as to the extensive research conducted over the years
by Tim Ingold* on the intersections between architectural pedagogy and ethnographic approaches.
Inspired by these well-known examples, we began to reflect on these practices by returning to the roots
of the term ethnography. According to the Treccani online encyclopedia, ethnography derives from the
Greek and refers to the "written representation of forms of social and cultural life of human groups." 5At
the same time, ethnography denotes both a research methodology with specific characteristics and the
textual outcome of that research process®.

Over the past seven years, we have been engaged in this reflection, supported by our collaboration in
a series of design workshops at the School of Architecture, Urban Planning, and Construction
Engineering at the Politecnico di Milano’. Through our teaching experiences, readings, and collaborative
research®, we have sought to develop an understanding of the distinctive features of ethnographic
approaches for designers®>—what we refer to as “architectural ethnography.”

In particular, we draw on two meaningful teaching experiences in design studios: Gratosoglio Ground
Zero (2019), which focused on observing the ground floors of a stigmatised social housing estate on the
outskirts of Milan; and Quarantined Houselives (2020), conducted entirely online during the early
months of the COVID-19 lockdown, in which the domestic environment was observed in a self-
ethnographic and introspective mode.

2. Gratosoglio Ground Zero

In Gratosoglio Ground Zero'®, students were guided to understand the role that space plays in shaping
social life. Far from any form of spatial determinism, the work highlighted how spaces can bridge or
separate people, reinforce or question social structures, and how objects can play significant,
sometimes antagonistic, roles. Each student interacted with residents and users, recorded findings
during field explorations, and transcribed their observations through written texts, drawings, and
photographs. These materials were then organised to evoke encounters, atmospheres, perceptions,
emotions, and multisensory experiences. All materials were post-produced in A5 format to develop rich,
spatialised descriptions of the people, places, and everyday practices in Gratosoglio (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1

This “micro” level of representation focused on the physical context and the objects where the most
significant practices occurred, with particular attention given to the materiality of spaces. In parallel with
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this micro-level, students also worked on a macro level by collaboratively producing a large-scale co-
design object: a 12-meter-long, 3-meter-high isometric representation of the entire Gratosoglio area
(Fig. 2). This isometric map was used to locate and represent the key practices identified during the
fieldwork. It allowed information about places (both physical and experiential), people (who inhabit or
use those spaces), and practices (that activate and give meaning to the spaces) to coexist on a single
plane. The twelve Gratosoglio panels depict the neighbourhood's spatial structure and intersect the
personal narratives of its residents with the stories of the students who observed these places over the
course of a semester.
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Fig. 2

3. Quarantined Houselives

Quarantined Houselives'' presented a significant challenge for a course originally designed to collect
information through fieldwork. The “field”—understood as an external, physical site—suddenly became
inaccessible just days before the course was scheduled to begin. Nevertheless, we decided to maintain
the use of the same tracking tools adopted in Gratosoglio Ground Zero—uwritten texts, photographic
narratives, and drawings—and apply them to document everyday life within domestic spaces: individual
rooms, shared areas, terraces, and gardens. In this case, each student’'s home became the “field.”
Transcriptions documenting the use of space in more traditional households revealed how living rooms
were transformed into study spaces or offices during the day, became movie theatres in the evening,
and sometimes served as bedrooms at night. Meanwhile, in apartments shared by students, an urgent
need for privacy emerged. In these settings, individual rooms became personal “shells” for carrying out
daily activities from morning to night, often limiting interactions in shared spaces to a minimum.

A particularly effective exercise involved mapping the “life around objects” (Fig. 3). This produced a kind
of catalogue of affordances, revealing how tables, carpets, and beds were reimagined as settings for
diverse and often unexpected uses—far beyond their original functions'?.

Objects and the affordances of space proved to be valuable resources in enhancing the liveability of
these confined domestic environments. These observations generated forms of design knowledge that
extended beyond the immediate personal context of students' homes during the emergency (Fig. 4).
While rooted in an introspective form of fieldwork, this experience also offered broader reflections on
societal issues—specifically, the limitations of the codes and norms established by the Modern
Movement in housing design.
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4. Preliminary reflections

The research and teaching practices discussed here have prompted a reflection on the knowledge
processes that characterize the use of an architectural ethnographic approach in the design studio. To
simplify our thoughts, we have divided this knowledge process into four interconnected—and sometimes
overlapping—phases: (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; and (d) orienting the
post-production based on the final output.

The process of entering the field, of course, is not a straightforward one, as the field is not “out there”
waiting to be discovered. Defining the field is a way of interrogating places, and this definition can evolve
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and be reshaped through discoveries and encounters. Through our experiences, we have learned that
the architect enters the field with a filter shaped by their tacit knowledge. As Cranz'® suggests, and as
we often encourage our students, it is crucial to observe practices and uses of space without assuming
that the space could be “better” if designed in a different way. However, some aspects of the architect’s
tacit knowledge are difficult to “suspend.” In particular, this tacit knowledge includes an awareness of
how space may frame social relationships—beyond any deterministic assumptions—attention to
materiality and construction, and a focus on the people within that space. Architects also use specific
tools—such as drawing—to visualize, interrogate, and understand how places function, thus framing
their personal knowledge of these spaces™. We will refer to this mix of tacit and explicit knowledge,
along with the tools used, as the architect’s “filter.”

Fieldwork exposes the architect to a multitude of information—a bodily experience within the space
where the architect’s filter remains actively engaged. What happens during fieldwork, and how the
experience is tracked and selected, remains, as Nova points out, somewhat mysterious'®. This phase
is typically chaotic, disorganized, and ideally open to serendipity and the unexpected. Indeed, it plays a
central role in producing thick and often counterintuitive descriptions of places. It is precisely during
these moments that the architect’s filter is active, when both tacit and explicit knowledge are fully
engaged in a process of immersion with people, places, and practices. In this context, bodily experience
is not optional; it is a fundamental requirement for producing one’s own “knowing.” While knowledge
consists of facts and solutions, “knowing” consists of processes.

In this sense, post-production of the fieldwork observations is, first and foremost, a process of selection
and organization. It is also a performative act. This is the phase where the generative value of
visualizations becomes apparent. Typically, the work with drawings, photos, and written texts continues
until these representations can tell a story—until they can make visible issues that were previously
hidden or difficult to grasp. This is a kind of “blue-sky” research work that starts with what is “out there,”
constantly questioning the evidence and looking beyond stereotypes. In this process, situated
knowledge takes shape, producing thick descriptions and imaginative constructs. Visualization, in this
context, can be understood both as a special form of thick description, with synthetic and generative
value, and as a form of personal knowing.

When considering outputs, it is clear that for an architect, the type of performative act is not independent
of the objectives that led to the need for a deeper understanding of a place. At the same time, the
findings produced in the post-production phase often suggest the appropriate forms and formats for
communicating the results, shaping the final direction of the work. The relationship between inputs and
outputs—whether meeting a client, producing a design, creating an exhibition, writing a book, or sharing
knowledge with other stakeholders—has a direct impact on the decisions made regarding how to
visualize the work.

5. A possible path for an Architectural Ethnographic approach in Design Studio

We distance ourselves from the idea of toolkits as a “categorical” form of knowledge, which might initially

seem more aligned with operational practice'. The goal is not to create a “fast track” for ethnographic

research that simply supports design, but rather to observe a more or less constrained context through
an ethnographic lens.

From our experiences, we argue that using an ethnographic approach in design is about understanding

how an intricate system of space, objects, and people functions—far removed from any deterministic

functionalism.

However, not having a toolkit does not mean lacking a methodology. The path we outlined at the outset

has helped us appreciate the importance of framing specific ethnographic processes focused on spatial

practices and the material culture of places. With this in mind, we would like to conclude with some open
reflections, based on our teaching experiences, about key points that have played a central role in our
approach:

1. Allow time for direct participant observation: The time spent in the field, as in our teaching
experiences, holds the same value (in terms of scheduling) as time devoted to lectures, fieldwork, or
in-class tutorials.

2. Observe practices and the use of space without preconceptions: It is essential to observe how
people, places, and everyday practices intertwine, temporarily “suspending” the design impulse that
arises from the architect’s specific background'. This approach encourages us to witness how
spaces function without assuming they could be improved through design interventions.

3. Assign specific formats for fieldwork reports: Providing simple constraints—such as paper
formats, the use of photo sequences rather than single images, and requests for hand-drawn
sketches and micro-narratives—has proven successful in guiding students’ fieldwork and
encouraging rich, reflective exploration.

4. Embrace the unexpected and be open to changing course: Fieldwork often leads to “dead ends”
or unforeseen encounters, and documenting these shifts is an important part of the ethnographic

learning process. It's essential to trace and account for these changes, which may lead to new
insights or revised paths.

5. Visualization as a way of producing knowledge, not just representing “reality”: Drawing,
sketching, writing, and photographing in the field are not merely methods of representation. They are
creative practices where the architect’s “filter"—their tools and tacit/explicit knowledge—remains
active and engaged, allowing them to collect and process information, whether consciously or
unconsciously, for the post-production phase.

6. Ethnographic knowledge is not about user-centered design: Ethnographic knowledge for
architects is not a direct method for translating user demands into design solutions. This approach
differs from participatory processes or ergonomic design, which typically focus on accommodating
users' explicit needs. Instead, architectural ethnography helps us understand how a place functions
and reflect on how those understandings may inform broader design decisions.

6. Conclusions

The body, direct participant observation, and immersion in a space are essential elements for any
ethnographer, as they should be for any architect. We would like to emphasize that something
fundamental to architectural education—the bodily experience and individual understanding of
meaningful architectural spaces—has been largely lost but is now being unexpectedly rediscovered
through architectural ethnographic approaches. This is why we believe our exercises are inspired by a
much older, specific disciplinary tradition that looks back to the roots of architecture. One might even
argue that architectural ethnography can be linked to the Grand Tour of the late 18th century, a tradition
considered a final stage of education for any aristocrat, artist, or intellectual’®. It was a journey of
observation and learning, deeply rooted in direct engagement with different cultures and environments.
Similarly, the early 20th century saw architects embark on their own “journeys,” which were seen as
formative experiences—of participant observation—that enriched their personal knowledge and
understanding of architecture.

This tradition resonates with the more recent multidisciplinary approaches to “reading places” promoted
by movements such as TEAM X'® or IL&AUD?°, which focused on rethinking architectural practice in a
way that would deviate from the mainstream. These efforts sought to establish a different tradition of
architecture—what we might call Other Modernity?'—which has influenced much of the postwar radical
pedagogical approach to architecture?.

In conclusion, we want to point out that while collaboration with ethnographers and anthropologists is a
well-established practice in urban studies, it is almost entirely absent in architecture. This gap
underscores the disconnect between place and project. For those with an interior architecture
background, the ethnographic focus is inherently rooted in the centrality of people. As De Carli notes?3,
interiors are the “primary space,” the space where the first relationships between people are expressed
through “gestures” that enhance the “preciousness” of the person?. However, a clarification is
necessary here: by Interior Architecture, we refer to the discipline that involves the transformation of
spaces, architecture, and furnishings®®. At the same time, the centrality of gesture refers to the belief
that a good design stems from listening to those who will use the space. In this regard, the designer is
seen not as an author or executor, but as an explorer.

Given the intersection between architectural ethnography and interiors, we argue that it is necessary to
introduce—or expand—courses in Interior Architecture within architectural programs, at both the
undergraduate and graduate levels. These courses should focus on people, places, and practices—on
the very nature of architecture itself and its role in shaping our shared environment. Such courses would
address how spatial, material, and constructive qualities can enhance the everyday lives of people and
how the quality and timelessness of design can lay the foundation for the built environments of the
future.
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Fig. 1. GRZ02018, Fieldwork (by: Sara El Aawar, Lilia lvanova, Boris Penkov, Alice Rinetti, Ada Rosito).
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