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The essay aims, through a brief history of subjectively chosen events 
and key protagonists, to understand the relevance of representation 
today, as well as its impact on society since antiquity. Without trying 
to present a complete historiography, which would be far too ambi-
tious, this textual and visual journey, like a movie, passes through a 
sequence of episodes. The different stories, together, seek to establish 
a general continuity, and to acknowledge the passage from the oral 
and the writing to the digital and the virtual. Although both visual 
and acoustic representations have stimulated human imagination 
(through psychological mechanisms) and innovation (through the 
psyché), today we feel increasingly disturbed and repelled by images 
and videos popping out everywhere, overwhelming us, suffocating 
us. These, in the architectural discourse, find expression through 
various means: paintings, collages, compositions, montages, ren-
derings and three-dimensional animations; all important, creative, 
communicative working tools that, however, seem completely con-
sumed by the contemporary, alienated society.

«“Montage” is based on a deep need of human imagination.»
							             (Roh 1929, p.18)
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Representation
It is used to define all types of vi-
sual and acoustic representations 
from antiquity (frescos, paint-
ings, sculpted friezes) until today 
(collages, compositions, montag-
es, renderings and three-dimen-
sional animations). The term 
can also apply to architecture, as 
the latter has borrowed many of 
these techniques from the Arts.

In-Between
It is interpreted as the grey 
ground between real and ideal, 
idea and realisation. The In-Be-
tween is spontaneity, emotion, it 
is the non-pre-meditated event, 
the moment spannung, the joy of 
the unexpected.

Sur-meaning
It is not the direct meaning, but 
what it is subtended in the mean-
ing itself. It requires a process, a 
voyage. It is not immediate, yet it 
appears at the moment. 

Uncontrollable
It is like the tears and the emo-
tions. It is not measurable.

Sur-architecture
An architecture that is inspired 
by Surrealism and Bachelard’s 
Surrationalism, that accepts the 
irrational and the dream, aiming 
for a reconciliation of reason and 
emotion, science and contradic-
tion, imagination and reality. 

Wa/ondering 
architecture 
It is an architecture in-process - 
transforming, becoming, acting, 
active, being; it is a catalyst of 
performance and movement, a 
genesis of soma and psyché. In 
fact, the celebration of the pro-
cess coincides with a simultane-
ous elevation of both its parts 
and its wholeness.  

Renewed rituals 
Like in ancient Greece, these are 
rituals where art and architecture, 
soma and psyché, sacred and 
profane join together, to become 
performance. This learning from 
the past allows for the creation of 
collective experiences.

Lexical Premises to the Reading

Incomplete Voyage, The Wheel of Fortune, 2020.
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The first part of this essay explores the 
relationship between representation and 
performance, as well as a continuous 
thread from antiquity to nowadays with 
the montage as a vehicle.

Today we live between two ex-
tremes: either detached from 
reality, or fully immersed in it. 
We oscillate from the infinite 
possibilities of the digital to the 
pragmatic acceptance of a fatal, 
catastrophic, merely cynical fu-
ture. Welcome to the age of man: 
a dull time that, instead of imi-
tating theatre - as Oscar Wilde 
wished -, rather seeks for magic 
in another invisible sphere, the 
virtual, inhabited by plenty of 
immobile spectators. Since the 
Enlightenment, we have been at-
tempting to scientifically meas-
ure every event and analyse its 
cause, repressing the irrational 
and, by consequence, displacing 
the performance from the real to 
the ideal. 
Originally, performance was 
related to the mystical and reli-
gious rituals, taking place once 
a year during the festivals that 
were devoted to the different 
divinities. Art was born out of 
these collective events: if archi-
tecture was the stage, art was the 
narration. Both architecture and 
representations - the frieze, the 
sculptures, the potteries - were 
there to frame the communal 
miracle of life: the temple, the 
theatre, the stadium, were part of 

a larger mise-en-scene requiring 
movement to be experienced. 
Not by chance, in Montage and 
Architecture, Eisenstein uses the 
Acropolis as the perfect exam-
ple of the most ancient film ever 
made. 
Understanding the storytelling 
dimension of architecture is es-
sential, since it bounds architec-
ture - both material and imma-
terial - to representation - both 
visual and conceptual. Narration 
merges reality and imagination 
by dreaming of fantastic situa-
tions: «all arts throughout 
the centuries tended to-
wards cinema» (Eisenstein 
1989). For this reason, we are 
particularly intrigued by Jean 
Nouvel’s, early OMA and Ma-
deIn’s work. Their reflections 
translate into an architecture of 
screens and events rather than 
of spaces, weaving relationships 
with the past, present and future; 
a sequential multi-dimensional 
juxtaposition, used both in the 
conception phase - the plan, the 
images -, as well as in the actual 
building - materials, lights, signs 
-, arousing surprise, and opening 
up the way to the unexpected, 
the spannung, the in-between. 

Architecture and Cinematism
or about Storytelling through Representation

1.
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Elli Sougioultzoglou-Seraidari (known as  Nelly’s), The Russian Dancer Elizaveta “Lila” Nikolska in the Parthe-
non, photograph, 1930, Benaki Museum Collection.
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Richard Hamilton, Just what is it that makes today’s homes so 
different, so appealing?, 1956.

In this essay, we will concentrate on the montage, and on its use in 
the architectural and artistic environment as a catalyst for dialectical 
relationships. In fact, its discontinuity and heterogeneity does not 
glorify the elements themselves, but rather their juxtaposition, 
opposition and difference. The in-between not only creates intervals 
within the whole, but also enables for a direct confrontation between 
the parts by establishing no hierarchy. Montage is about layering, 
process and dialogue: it aims to surpass the tangible in art and 
architecture. It takes the form of a mental map - immaterial and 
invisible -, rescuing fragments from the historical and contemporary 
context in order to create new meanings, while crushing classical 
beliefs. It enables the architect and the artist to detach themselves 
from their scientific grip and embrace, on the other hand, their role 
as storytellers and psychologists. 

Hannah Höch, Ohne Titel, 1930.

Montage the technique of 
selecting, editing, and piecing 
together separate sections 
of film to form a continuous 
whole, or the technique of 
producing a new composite 
whole from fragments of 
pictures, text, or music.

Hannah Höch, Fremde 
Schönheit, 1929.
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Architecture and Montage or about the Eternal Need for 
Representation, through Visual and Acoustic Experiences

2.

Architecture, as an art based 
on visual communication, and 
so dependent on external per-
ception, cannot be detached 
from the idea of representation.1 
However, since architecture is 
grounded in the real more than 
the other classical arts, it exploits 
various practices to evoke the 
abstract and infuse the build-
ings with meaning: from friez-
es, colours, and ornaments, to 

paintings and billboards. In what 
aspects are the friezes of the Par-
thenon different from the pro-
jections on the screens of Times 
Square? Both act as story-telling 
devices, simply revealing a dif-
ferent story to another kind of 
society. Like Caravaggio’s Nar-
cissus desperately needing his 
reflection, in the same way, we 
perceive images as tools able to 
fill the emotional voids inside us. 
However, what kind of represen-
tation do we need?
Indeed, we believe that montage 
is an essential tool for archi-
tecture to pave the way for the 
fantastic and the indescribable. 
Even though collage and mon-
tage appeared around the same 
age of mechanical reproduction 
and technically-induced images, 
to quote Walter Benjamin, we 
feel there is one major differ-
ence that renders montage 
more relevant today: its re-
lation to time. In contrast to 
collage, that is static, montage is 
mobile, temporal and spatial. It 
replaces the mono-focal regime 
of the single-point perspective 
of the Renaissance with a po-
ly-focal, mobile one. Since the 

1 The word comes from the Latin repraesentare «make present, set in view, show, 
exhibit, display», and it is later envisioned, around the 1670s, as a «statement made 
in regard to some matter».
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Caravaggio, Narciso, 1597–1599.

Industrial Revolution, montage 
becomes a primary cultural 
technique, juxtaposing whole or 
parts of reproduced images. It 
allows for heterogeneity and plu-
rality, by cherishing differences 
and contrast. Preferably both 
visual and acoustic, it allows the 
loss of direct referentiality by in-
serting the fantastic into the real, 
and not vice versa. 
The montage, in the art world, 
was first introduced by the Dada 
movement in the Twenties. The 
Dadaists applied its principles 
on a wide range of media, exper-
imenting also in poetry, dance, 
theatre, painting, often combin-
ing disciplines in their perfor-
mances. Therefore, the montage, 
a technique born from other 
disciplines (mainly experiments 
around art and cinema), is bor-
rowed and used in architecture 
to become a tool able to bring 
back the sur-meaning within the 
built environment. The montage 

gets inspiration from psychology 
and, through the unconscious, 
enables for new associations: 
it visually relates notions far 
away from each other. Like the 
assemblage, it brings together 
different fragments, managing 
to give strength simultaneously 
to the past, the present and the 
future. By doing this, montage 
rejects its only visual aspect, to 
open up to experience. As with 
cinema, with montage we can 
penetrate deeply in the fabric of 
the real and in the tissue of the 
city. This makes cinema, 
architecture and montage 
linked, and highlights the 
possibility of  an architec-
ture accepting both the 
fantastic and the concrete. 
The architect’s mission is 
to bring the unconscious to 
the surface, making the col-
lective ethos readable.
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Architecture and Storytelling 
or about the Reaction to Autonomy through Paper-montages

3.

With the advent of late moder-
nity, art rejects its conventional 
contemplative role to fully en-
gage with the viewer. In the same 
way, the expressive potential of 
architecture, that Mies started 
exploring in the 1910s, inspired 
by the Dada movement, booms 
in the second half of the 20th 
century, when architecture em-
ploys representation to reveal 
the story of a society, and its in-
adequacies. Indeed, in the 60s, 
architecture detaches itself from 
the physical and engages in an 
intellectual discourse powered 
by images: supersurfaces, walk-
ing cities and continuous mon-
uments depict the civilisation 
to come. These proposals, a 
form of  both reaction and 
resistance to the built envi-
ronment, remain at a sto-
ry-telling level and allow 
architecture to become nar-
ration. Likewise, Exodus, the 
thesis of Rem Koolhaas elaborat-
ed at the Architectural Associa-
tion of London in 1972 together 
with Elia Zenghelis, is a stage-set 
for human experimentation: a 
three-dimensional storyboard 
preserving the principle of the 
montage; a sequence of spaces 
creating a script both in plan and 
in perspective, like in a film; a 

succession of events transposing 
us in an alternative world; erotic 
baths, ancient theatres, uncon-
ventional museums and radical 
laboratories.

In OMA’s early work (Exodus, 
City of the Captive Globe and 
Delirious New York), the imag-
es’ unfolding force is translated 
into the intensity of the user’s 
experience: the juxtaposition 
of materials, the concatenated 
volumes organised like in an 
Exquisite Corpse, the extreme 
exaltation of the communal life 
surprise and shock at the same 
time. Both OMA’s early rep-
resentations and buildings act 
as indicators of a society: they 
de-intellectualise architecture by 
bringing the human and his feel-
ings to the foreground. This sto-
rytelling side of architecture and 
its space-time dimension is what 
renders it more than just an in-
tellectual apparatus. The edifices 
demand motion and time to be 
understood, unlike the ones that 
instantly seduce as complete 
static figures. Experience merges 
into the built; movement takes 
over the function; the exterior 
is the resultant of the interior. 
The result is a theatrical effect, 
encouraging the user to circu-
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Rem Koolhaas, Exodus or the Voluntary Prisoners of Architecture, The Reception Area, 1972.

M61

https://pianob.unibo.it/article/view/10859


p i a n o  b . A R T I   E   C U L T U R E   V I S I V E

vol. 4 n. 2 | 2019 | Incomplete Voyage

ISSN 2531-9876

spaces, embracing tensions and 
connections. 
Madelon Vriesendorp’s imag-
es, like Flagrant Délit, embrace 
a psychological dimension to 
communicate a sur-meaning, 
and therefore offer new pos-
sibilities of association to the 
unconscious, enabled to create 
unexpected connections. In the 
same way, the City of the Captive 
Globe and Madelon’s Manhattan 
Project, grant a surrealistic facet 

to the New York’s skyscrapers. 
Through the eyes of Madelon 
Vriesendorp and Zoe Zenghe-
lis, and thanks to their magical 
creativity, the soulless high-rises 
appear now breathing and puls-
ing. However, the buildings and 
their performance become the 
protagonists, whereas architec-
ture’s main goal should be to put 
human beings in the foreground 
and to tell the story of the peo-
ple.

Madelon Vriesendorp, Flagrant Délit, 1975.

2 Stierli, M. (2018), Montage and the Metropolis, Yale University Press, New Haven.  
3 These four concepts were originally taken from Walter Benjamin’s  The Work of Art 
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, but for the purpose of this essay they have 
been used in a personal way. Likewise, the use of the uncontrollable is not related to 
how W. B. uses it, but rather stems from our own interpretation. 

Architecture and Representation 
or about the Reaction to Homogeneity through the Virtual

4.

Even though representation is 
what propels the architectur-
al discourse, it also has its own 
limits. Polemical and visionary 
tools, like the paper-collages and 
montages of the Avant-garde and 
Rem Koolhaas, in just a few de-
cades turned into either fashion-
able aesthetic tableaux2 or, like in 
the above-mentioned case of the 
City of the Captive Globe, into 
detached realities concentrating 
merely on architecture and not 
on its impact. 
In general today, through pure 
forms and simple compositions, 
we tend to forget that architec-
ture’s focus should be the con-
temporary society, with its issues 
of ecology, affordable living, so-
cial injustice, working instability 
and economic crisis. Images are 
instruments to affirm a cultural 
and critical position, where the 
human is at the centre, but as 
part of the larger system of na-
ture: architecture is the per-
forming frame where the 
two unite. 

Representations are essential 
in an architectural discourse. 
However, we need to start being 
more critical about how we use 
them. We need to learn from the 
past and the present, in order to 
propose an architecture capa-
ble of offering meaning in the 
world of today. For this reason, 
in the second part of the essay, 
we will found our research on 
four concepts that Walter Ben-
jamin claims revolutionary re-
quirements in the politics of art 
(Kunstpolitics): the notions of  
creativity, genius, mystery 
and eternity, which inject 
the uncontrollable into so-
ciety.3 This is how art maintains 
its primordial role as a tool for 
engaging the masses intellectu-
ally and, by extension, politically. 
Therefore, we would like to start 
from these four values and apply 
them to the architectural context 
to question the status of repre-
sentations today.
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Montage, to our understanding, is not just a 
representation technique, but a key tool at the 
base of architectural thinking. 
Indeed, even if the etymology of the term is only 
born at the time of the Industrial Revolution, its 
principles were already applied in the arrange-
ment of the ancient polis, in order to distinguish 
the utilitarian grid from the sacred-montaged 
communal sphere. The dialectical immaterialism 
of images needs to no longer be just a represen-
tational tool, but to find concrete application in 
order to make people authentic actors, experi-
encing the built and natural environment. Ar-
chitecture needs to perform as a storytelling de-
vice, in order to provide a cinematic experience 
which, thanks to virtual representation today, is 
no longer bound to the flat bidimensional sur-
face, but is also able to move to the three-dimen-
sional world. 
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Incomplete Voyage, Map of the Uncontrollable Cerebral Hemispheres, 2019.
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Hieronymus Bosch, 
Ship of Fools, 1500.

Théodore Géricault, Le Radeau de La Méduse, 1818-1819.

The second part of the essay is structured as an 
α-chronic incomplete voyage, which aims to 
put the importance on the hic et nunc (here and 
now) of montage and, consequently, on its condi-
tion of authenticity and originality. If in Homer’s 
Odyssey, Ulysses is driven by the burning desire 
of returning home, on the contrary, our Ulyss-
es - now a female heroine- ventures on a jour-
ney without destination. However, her thirst for 
knowledge and dreams of adventure - «ch’i’ ebbi 
a divenir del mondo esperto, / e de li vizi umani 
e del valore» - does not condemn her to eternal 
suffering, as it happens in the Divina Commedia 
of Dante Alighieri, but truly elevates her to «vir-
tute e canoscenza». Throughout her incomplete 
voyage, she will stop on four invisible islands: 
creativity, genius, mystery and eternity, in an at-
tempt to rediscover the uncontrollable.
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Hieronymus Bosch, Christ in Limbo, 1550.
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1.

After a long, tormented night in the Aegean waters, our profane her-
oine reaches the sacred centre of Antiquity: Delos. The three conical 
mounds stand out at the horizon upon her arrival at the sacred har-
bour. The ruinous theatre, Apollo’s majestic temple, the holy lake are 
just some of the many sanctuaries on the island. However, the special 
quality of the island lies in its religious openness and diversity of 
cults. For this reason, the visitor, even if at first estranged, quickly 
finds herself surrounded by an almost familiar landscape, where re-
ality and dream, sacred and profane become one: a point supreme. 
This equivocal duality insinuates into Ulysses’s mind, first shocking 
her, then letting her gently abandon herself to its multiple beauty.
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Photograph of the movie set scenography of Sergio Leone’s The Colossus of Rhodes, 1961.

M
ontage as a general principle: perform

ance as a vehicle.

Creativity 
or about storytelling that makes the multiple understandable

In Ancient Greece, because of 
the intrinsic connection between 
art and ritual, the body was an 
essential component in artistic 
creation. In the same way, archi-
tecture was there only to frame 
the performance of the religious 
processions and give rhythm 
to movement. The theatre, the 
gymnasium, the stadium, Apol-
lo’s temple were all carefully 
positioned in relation to the 
people’s processions,4 following 
a montage plan that made the 
participants actors and makers 
rather than viewers. These fes-
tivals, taking place once a year, 
were organised in order to allow 
the city to tell its own story and 
keep alive its memory. All citi-
zens attended, making the mass-
es (women included), for the 
first time, regular and dynamic 
participants in public life. These 
important collective moments 
unfolded at the encounter be-
tween the Dionysiac ecstasy and 
the Apollonian beauty: it was 
when the popular culture met 
the “higher” culture. The essen-
tial, cathartic feast was the result 
of the necessary counter-balance 

of the everyday. For the Ancient 
Greeks, the tedious “being your-
self ”, was complemented by the 
festive “being the other”. A re-
ligion of  joy, where mythol-
ogy (storytelling), religion 
(joyfulness) and competi-
tion (body) became one.
Art - and, by extension, repre-
sentation - was a direct result 
of these moments, envisioned 
to stimulate collectivity and ex-
perimentation. Within artefacts 
(the building, the frieze, the 
sculpture), storytelling - seen as 
the ability of human beings to 
communicate about the outside 
world - evolved from verbal to 
spatial, and from a cognitive 
activity to an embodied experi-
ence. The frieze, like a sculptured 
storyboard, portrayed the people 
during the religious processions, 
merging the profane with the di-
vine. Myth enriched architecture 
and art through performance, 
allowing the spiritual to descend 
into the world to be grasped by 
the masses. There was, therefore, 
a direct relationship between re-
ality, myth, and spirituality and, 
in the same way, between archi-

4 Most of the architecture we admire today did not belong to the public (political) or 
to the private (economical) sphere, but to the sacred or, as Lieven de Cauter writes, 
to the heterotopic one. This concept was first elaborated by Hippodamus, that applied 
the grid only to private buildings, and broke it by inserting collective artefacts.

1.
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tecture, representation and the 
fantastic.
This episode from the infancy of 
the West helps us to better un-
derstand the original, mutual 
relationship between body 
and mind in the creation of  
art. Architecture and its repre-
sentation, like many other dis-
ciplines today, is now tossed be-
tween science and art, logic and 
emotion, mind and body. Mon-

tage is used as a general principle 
- both in the spatial arrangement 
of the plan and in the pictorial 
enrichment of the objects - to 
connect mind and body. A key 
connection in the past, but now 
often neglected because of the 
predominance of rationality in 
Western culture and of our con-
stant use of technological devic-
es, which make us believe that 
the body is now superfluous. 

If, by voyaging on the Aegean waters, we debat-
ed over the general principle of performance, 
and its power as a catalyst for the relationship 
between architecture, representation and the 
fantastic, now it is important to do a conceptual 
step backwards, while thus stepping forward. 
Even if we do not wish yet to talk about why 
this connection got lost, we would like to con-
centrate on the sign (the object), the signifier 
(representation) and their predominance on the 
signified (the idea, the Genius), which brings a 
loss of meaning in the world of today. A precise 
definition of Genius does not exist in scientific 
terms, however, its concept is a direct conse-
quence of the idea of creativity.
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The years pass by, and our Ulysses abandons the Aegean water to nav-
igate west. She neglects the route previously traced by Aeneas and, 
instead of moving up in the direction of Rome - «substantially ho-
mogeneous in its problems and solutions» (Baukuh 2012) -, chooses 
the Adriatic sea. She sails up the Italic boot wishing to experience, 
comprehend and develop. It is only by reaching the northernmost 
point of the Lido, and by entering the lagoon, that the floating island 
of Venice can finally be observed. An unconventional city, oscillat-
ing between constructive issues and oneiric scenarios. A fragmented 
reality, cursed but seeking rescue. A montage in itself: substantially 
heterogeneous in its problems and solutions. In the end, Venice is 
just a form of reaction, an alternative, a pretext to talk about Tafuri, 
Rossi and, indirectly, many others. «Perhaps I am afraid of losing 
Venice all at once, if I speak of it. Or perhaps, speaking of other cities, 
I have already lost it, little by little» (Calvino 1974, p. 63).

p i a n o  b . A R T I   E   C U L T U R E   V I S I V E

Aldo Rossi, Teatro del Mondo, 1979.

Genius 
or about the dialectics of the real

In ancient Rome, the genius 
indicated the guiding spirit or 
the individual deity of a per-
son, family, or place (from this 
came, for instance, the genius 
loci). The advent of architecture 
as an independent art, no lon-
ger tied to a ritual, brings it to a 
breaking point: the community 
spirit, the general genius, is re-
jected to grant independence to 
the real. The refusal of the direct 
relationship between the spiri-
tual and the real develops into a 
loss of value of the means used 
to connect them: the myths be-
come empty. In the same way, 
representations no longer act 
as a unifier of the architecture 
and the fantastic and, therefore, 
drained of meaning, transform 
themselves into art for art, im-
age for image, losing their main 
characteristics: creativity, ge-
nius, mystery and eternity. The 
form kills the function. The 
objet singulier takes over 
the collective performance. 
Aesthetic turns into a prin-
ciple of its own, and ambiguity 
is repudiated. The finite is re-
searched, the incomplete is for-
gotten. The shared values found 
in the ancient festivals are lost. 
The Western man rationalises 

and de-complexifies the irra-
tional, with the discovery of the 
central perspective as a conse-
quence. Likewise, the ancient 
theatre, which was simply about 
the insertion of the spectator in 
its environment with the min-
imum of means, surrenders to 
its complete institutionalisation, 
resulting in the complete detach-
ment of the viewer, now totally 
disconnected from the space.
In the 18th century, Piranesi at-
tempts to overturn this detach-
ment between architecture and 
art, consequent to the Renais-
sance rationalising process, and 
strives to murder the object, by 
embracing the chaos and po-
ly-focality of the Carceri. «The vi-
olence wrought upon the laws of 
perspective, the intuition of the 
possibilities offered by an indef-
inite “opening up of form” - the 
constant metamorphosis of the 
spaces in the Carceri, [...] mark, 
without any doubt, the end of 
Alberti’s theoretical precepts of 
concinnitas and of finitio» (Ta-
furi 1987, p. 40). By allowing the 
viewer to move, the prison is no 
longer a prison, but a theatre in 
which we are, at the same time, 
actors and spectators. However, 
this exercise remains bound to 

2.
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the world of representation and 
could be defined as one of the 
first virtual experiments. 
Furthermore, Rossi also uses the 
principle of montage in order to 
inject once again meaning into 
the city. However, the initial in-
terest of the Architecture of the 
City in the irrational and desire 
for multiplicity disappears later 
on. «The empty space that, in 
Rossi’s earliest architecture was 
ready to generously house the 
spectres of a whole multitude, has 
now been entirely filled with pri-
vate ones» (Baukuh 2012). Now, 
the void hosts object-like 
buildings, static and nos-
talgic: silent monuments in 
front of  which many ques-
tions remain unanswered. 
As Rossi himself declares, «I 
have always said that places are 

stronger than people, the fixed 
scene is stronger than the story» 
(Rossi 1981). The contesting so-
ciety of those years might have 
found itself wandering in front of 
those silent edifices, and perhaps 
wondered: what is architecture? 
Do we really need it? What can 
it do for us? 
The attention is now on the ob-
ject, visualised as an interactive 
element to observe, and not on 
society. Architecture becomes 
too predominant: in the Teatro 
del Mondo, what moves is the 
building, and not the people. 
Rossi’s projects become pure 
representations. They stay as 
fragments of the past, rejecting 
the possibility of a wholeness 
within the today. The festivity 
is lost. The experience as 
well. 

Natalie Donat-Cattin and Mickael Pelloquin, 
Tower of occupation/s, A Social Condenser of 

Urban Conditions of Living, model, 2019.
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In the Venice lagoon, the sign and the signifier 
enforced their predominance on the signified. 
However, when reaching the unknown waters, 
the signifier (representation) and the signified 
(the idea, the Genius) take over, completely 
rejecting the sign (the object), and therefore the 
concrete. However, in the same way, this creates 
a phase of stall. The wish for action still does not 
aim for concretisation, remaining in a mysteri-
ous space, away from reality.

vol. 4 n. 2 | 2019 | Incomplete Voyage

The island of mystery cannot be found on nautical charts. To get to 
it, Ulysses has to cross the Mediterranean sea, skirt the Northern 
African coast and finally surpass the Pillars of Hercules. Two days 
of navigation, second stream to the right, and then straight into the 
Unknown waters, a looping void within the Atlantic ocean. At the 
dawn of the third day, our heroine begins to see through the morning 
fog the expanses of the non-stop archipelago and, right there, in-be-
tween, the unexpected...

Delphine Delastre, Cover of the English edition 
of Zygmunt Bauman’s Liquid Life, 2005.

Drawn by several hands, La Carte de Tendre, 1653-1654.
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Mystery
or about the in-between as an injection of the unexpected

As a reaction to the Modern-
ist approach, fully concentrated 
on the tabula rasa and on the 
creation of a powerful type of 
architecture, the Situationists, 
as well as the Radicals after it, 
fight to shift importance on the 
experience. The object is re-
jected in its static and silent 
nature and, consequently, 
also the built environment, 
which appears now as a lost 
ground. The whole architectur-
al production transposes to rep-
resentation. 
The Situationists wish to change 
the everyday and its spaces - 
more and more functional -, 
through the creation of a series 
of moments, situations, sparkles 
of life. They rediscover the city 
through the wandering, raising 
questions and making people 
think about the context in which 
they navigate. It is a very “instinc-
tive” process, based on the idea 
of dérive: a fast passage between 
different environments. Wan-
dering around without a precise 
destination, letting the environ-
ment to passively stimulate and 
influence the walker, forced to 
accept all feelings aroused by the 
movement. «We did not find the 
formula to overthrow the world 
in the books, but wandering» 
(Debord 1978). The whole pro-

cess is based on the idea of per-
sonal disorientation to acquire 
a new psychogeography. The 
value of  the uncontrollable 
and the immeasurable get 
injected in the everyday life 
to idealise feeling against 
materiality. The endless search 
for experience, found in the void, 
sees the marginal and the move-
ment as generators of new, sur-
prising associations. The return 
to the senses, in the work of art 
and architecture, brings the dis-
ciplines back to their primordial 
mission: to raise questions and 
accept individual answers. Yet, 
this research remains very per-
sonal, linked to the individual 
and to the notion of the self (the 
conditions of identity that make 
one subject of experience dis-
tinct from all others). 
From these periods, all the doc-
umentation left is mainly on 
paper. The psychological takes 
over, killing any possibilities of 
concreteness. The paper repre-
sentation remains empty with-
out a conceptual explanation. 
We could say that the Situation-
ists attempted a montage in time 
when trying to transpose their 
experience into representations. 
A positive attempt, yet a map of 
a mysterious place. A solitary 
performance. 

3.

Guy Debord, The Naked City, 1957.

M
ontage: ruptures as connectors of experiences.
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After a temporary disconnection between the sign and its 
signifier and signified, the incomplete voyage allows us to 
hypothesise on the cause of this rupture, to then preach on the 
necessity for a reunification. The goal is to redefine the direct 
relationship between reality, myth and spirit and, there-
fore, between architecture, representation and the fantastic.
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Our Ulysses finds the unattainable, through a rewind, a backward 
loop that brings her to today, to question montage in its totality. Past 
and present become one because, in the end, how different are they? 
Ulysses, finally finds her Atlantis, and embraces time as a whole, try-
ing to understand how future representations can regain meaning.
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Eternity 
or the ever-lasting questioning of society

The predominance of the object 
over the psychological or, vice 
versa, the predominance of the 
idea over its concretisation re-
sults either in an architecture 
for architecture, or in no archi-
tecture at all. However, is there 
a way to reconnect architecture, 
representation and the fantastic 
to create buildings and repre-
sentations able to surrender to 
the overall experience? Buildings 
that do not follow a grid just for 
aesthetic reasons, but that focus 
on community needs and envi-
sion a ritual of some sort. Today, 
the whole problem arises from 
the disconnection between ar-
chitecture and fantasy, real and 
spiritual, soma and psyché. In 
order to blur the difference 
between art and life, all in-
teractions need to become 
psychosomatic, and allow 
architecture to transform 
into a live-montage. It is ex-
actly the interplay between these 
three levels - real, mythical and 
spiritual - that, we could argue, 
gives life to the montage. 
Like in the ancient festivals, 
which were born out of the need 
to understand oneself in order 
to become a good citizen - both 
spiritually (Apollo) and physical-
ly (Dionysos) - MadeIn, for their 

competition proposal for the 
Polytechnic School of Lausanne, 
attempted to recreate a space of 
performance. The sign, the sig-
nifiers and the signified come 
together, proposing a series of 
non-sacred yet contemporary 
ritualistic spaces, carefully placed 
inside the campus, like in the 
montage plan of Delos and the 
Acropolis. Indeed, they do not 
propose one building for reading 
and learning, but six punctual 
interventions. Each one becomes 
an interactive space, a temple of 
today, where the distinction be-
tween the performer and the au-
dience is dimmed. The aim is 
to create a sacred moment 
and to radicalise the per-
formance.
Here montage, used both in 
plan and in representation, lets 
architecture fully embrace its 
storytelling aspect and engage 
the viewer. Montage is no longer 
just a conceptual process, but a 
built form: it is not about the 
design, but about the per-
formance of  the objects. A 
three-dimensional storyboard 
where people are pushed to 
move, live and experience not 
only through their mind, but 
also through their body.

4.

M
ontage as a w
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Pink Floyd Concert, Venice, 1989.

Incomplete island
or our attempt of reappropriating the fantastic

If we compare the modern world with 
the ancient one, the loss of human expe-
rience is extraordinarily striking. It is not 
only and not even primarily contempla-
tion which has become an entirely mean-
ingless experience. Thought itself, when 
it became “reckoning with consequenc-
es,” became a function of the brain, with 
the result that electronic instruments are 
found to fulfil these functions much bet-
ter than we ever could. The trouble with 
modern theories of behaviourism is not 
that they are wrong but that they could 
become true, that they actually are the 
best possible conceptualisations of cer-
tain obvious trends in modern society 
(Arendt 1958, pp. 321-22).

The virtual cannot provide 
us with the hic and nunc (the 
here and now), as it repulses the 
very notion of time and place. 
However, we believe that, today 
more than ever, it is important 
to bring these two qualities back 
in the world of representation, 
to make sure that a “physical” 
connection between architecture 
and sur-architecture exists. In 
fact, this link cannot just happen 
through mere intellectualisation 
- it cannot be forced -: it is au-
tomatic, and it happens through 
the performance - itself a phys-
ical act. That is why we believe 
that our first concern should be 
the social: so, how can we redis-
cover the ritual in our contem-
porary society? 

The predominance of rationality 
marks the end of the collective 
performance and the rise of the 
representations for representa-
tion. The images surrounding 
us daily fill the emotional voids 
inside us, and are necessary for 
our psychological well-being. 
However, instead of disengaging 
and seeking refuge in parallel 
realities, we should try to create 
a better one, here and now, us-
ing the digital only to intensify 
the experience. Architecture 
needs to resurrect its orig-
inal sense, encapsulating 
art, and becoming the stage 
of  renewed rituals, able to 
bring together the commu-
nity. God is dead, not because 
Nietzsche killed him, but because 
society did. However, more than 
a century after the publication of 
Thus Spoke Zarathustra, the “or-
dinary individual” avenges God’s 
murder, and atheism is replaced 
by a renewed belief: imagination. 

The ordinary individual today 
must confront the flaws of a 
corrupted society: the political 
engagement, the collective con-
victions, the architectural move-
ments belong to another epoch. 
Today, the will of imagining and 
dreaming is often seen as abnor-
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mal, and the connection with the 
“other” - be it religious or spiri-
tual - is equally rejected. We crit-
icise, but we do not act. Let’s take 
a position! Let’s react and use 
contemporary digital tools. Let’s 
restore faith. Let’s embrace the 
connection with our alter ego: 
religions of every kind, ancient 
mythology, spiritualism, narra-
tive, storytelling…everything 
is accepted and welcomed. Let’s 
get rid of the mere cynicism! 
Accepting our human condition 
means emphasising our search 
for the intangible: we tend not 
only to the abstract, but to the 
psychological. The “other” lives 
above us and inside us, and we 
ourselves belong to these mul-
tiple-layered universes. How-
ever, this change advocates 
not only for a return to the 
anthropoid dimension, but 
also for a renewed interest 
in our environment.

So, how did we pass from the 
celebration of the ordinary, in 
nature and body, to a conform-
ist downgrading of them, and 
to a predominance of psychi-
cal experience over the physical 

one?5 The overall digitalisation is 
a danger, but it also holds great 
potential. It all depends on how 
we use it. The Deus ex Machina, 
the first spectacle machine, was 
created to inject the unexpected 
in the everyday life and to allow 
humans to embrace the beauty 
of potentiality, not to cage them. 
If we use the virtual simply as a 
representational tool, without 
engagement on the side of the 
audience, it will continue to have 
a negative impact on the whole 
of society. It will only portray 
unattainable ideas, or superfi-
cial tableaux, in the long run 
corrupting us: we will get lost 
in it and forget our body. We all 
need to understand transhuman-
ism - not just the specialists -, in 
order to handle positively the 
digital tools, assuring direct en-
gagement and rousing of action, 
emotion, shock and surprise.
However, the montage is a 
type of  representation that, 
when used as a key tool to 
envision the building to 
come, becomes a principle 
of  architecture itself. Or 
better, it becomes an instru-
ment to create a wa/onder-

5 With the ordering of the Christian Church, the body is slowly rejected and seen as 
something negative.

ing architecture, able to inject 
the fantastic into the latter, and 
vice versa. Its dimensions be-
come interactive: time (speed), 
lights (intensities), materials 
(touch) and signs (images). In 
this way, the final building aims 
to encapsulate the same quali-
ties of the initial thinking of the 
montage. These characteristics 
reside both within its bi-dimen-
sional etymology (the technique 
of producing a new, composite 
whole from fragments of pic-
tures, text, or music), which al-
lows to create new relationships 
and tensions, as well as in its tri-
dimensional one (the technique 
of selecting, editing, and piecing 
together separate sections of film 
to form a continuous whole), 
creating ensembles rich of cine-
matic qualities. 

Today, thanks to the digital 
revolution, we can push much 
further the boundaries of this 
initial thinking (the montage). 
Using the video as a narrating 
tool for our diploma project 
made us realise how its interac-
tivity can push the boundaries 
of designing. Using convention-
al methods, like line drawings 
and fragments of paintings, but 
animating them, adds so many 

layers to the architectural cre-
ation and, therefore, to the built 
environment: no longer just 
shelters, but buildings in-
jected of  sur-meanings, cel-
ebrating the human, the ex-
perience and the collective 
performance. 
We need to offer spaces for hu-
man-occupation and re-propose 
the scenes of the ancient Greek 
festivals. We must create archi-
tectures and representations that 
cannot be controlled and mea-
sured by electronic instruments, 
and we can do that by employing 
Walter Benjamin’s re-semantised 
values as vehicles: creativity, ge-
nius, mystery and eternity. Let’s 
look for meaning more than 
pure aesthetics. Only through 
the performance, the ar-
chitecture and the fantastic 
will reunite, allowing repre-
sentation to rediscover its 
ancient narrating role, not 
just as an empty image for 
image, but rather as some-
thing meaningful and eter-
nal. 

Incomplete Voyage
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Incomplete Voyage, The Everyday Theatre, 2019.

ISSN 2531-9876 M78

vol. 4 n. 2 | 2019 | Incomplete Voyage

https://pianob.unibo.it/article/view/10859


DOI: 10.6092/issn.2531-9876/10859

ISSN 2531-9876p i a n o  b . A R T I   E   C U L T U R E   V I S I V E

vol. 4 n. 2 | 2019 | Incomplete Voyage

Bibliography

Arendt, H. (1958), The Human Condition, University of Chicago 
Press, Chicago.

Baukuh (2012), Due saggi sull’architettura, Sagep Editori, Genoa.

Benjamin, W. (1969), The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Re-
production, Schocken Books, New York.

Calvino, I. (1974), Invisible Cities, Secker & Warburg, London.

Dehaene, M. and De Cauter, L. (2008), Heterotopia and the City: 
Public Space in a Postcivil Society, Routledge, London.

Deriu, D. (2007), Montage and Modern Architecture: Giedion’s im-
plicit manifesto, Routledge, London.

Eisenstein, M. S. (1989), Montage and architecture, The MIT Press, 
Boston.

Giedion, S. (1941), Space, Time and Architecture, Harvard Univer-
sity Press, Boston.

Rossi, A. (2010), Scientific Autobiography, The MIT Press, Boston.

Stierli, M. (2018), Montage and the Metropolis, Yale University 
Press, New Haven.

Tafuri, M. (1987), The Sphere and the Labyrinth, The MIT Press, 
Boston.

Videography

In Girum Imus Nocte et Consumimur Igni, 1968. [Film]. Guy 
Debord, dir., Simar Film, France.

Conférence de François Charbonnet / MADE IN - Saison 2010-11: 
UTOPIA, 5 November 2010. [Video Recording], Vimeo. Available at: 
https://vimeo.com/264646905. [Accessed: 12 March 2020].

Q

ISSN 2531-9876 M79

Graphic design curated by IV, Irini Peraki, Natalie Donat-Cattin.

https://pianob.unibo.it/article/view/10859

