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Many children’s games and toys involve the piling of objects, 
all of which enhance spati al acuity, design thinking, and 
tectonic apti tude. Beyond the toys that simulate building 
components, other games of architectural intelligence 
involve unique objects distributed into seemingly random 
piles. The cultural relevance of these games may be more 
playfully producti ve in building contemporary architectural 
design and discourse.

Pick-Up Sti cks and its contemporary equivalent Boom Blast 
Sti x are games of skill that involve carefully removing or vigi-
lantly stacking brightly colored objects. The organizati on and 
orientati on of these elements are seemingly unti dy, but have 
a logic that is not immediately apparent. These parlor games 
come in multi ple materials, from carved ivory to formed plas-
ti c, and formal variati ons include peculiar shaped blocks as 
well as sti cks themati cally related to barnyard objects. The 
enigmati c nature of these games and rules of unspecifi ed of 
play, where each game is diff erent, have inherent architec-
tural value and require alternati ve modes of inquiry. Rather 
than geometric legibility and recti tude, an architectural game 
of piles demonstrates an inclinati on towards the eccentric 
and indeterminate. First, the goals of this game will be fi rst 
framed historically and theoreti cally. Next, the terms and 
rules will be defi ned culturally and aestheti cally. Finally, the 
formal-spati al consequences will be examined as several 
architectural scenarios are played out.

ANCIENT ARTIFACTS
Emerging in response to the inventi on of perspecti ve during 
the Renaissance, there was an extreme and violent break 
with the compressed space and fl at fl oati ng arrangements in 
medieval representati ons and arti facts.1 Emphasizing the rep-
resentati onal moved away from the descripti on of things to 
the descripti on of relati ons between things. More accurately, 
a universal hapti c approach prevalent before the Renaissance 
was concealed by a universal opti c relati onship.2 This meta-
physical shift  is relevant again today as current philosophies 
and aestheti c discourse call for a return to the domain of real 
things. Expressing this recent shift  as a reversal or reversion 
would be an oversimplifi cati on. This conditi on today, instead, 
has become inverted or involutedly. The speculati ve nature 
of our contemporary cultural percepti ons is symptomati c of 
this inside-out conditi on. Investi gati ng the ancient arti facts 
surrounding these historical circumstances might help to elu-
cidate the ideas and aestheti cs of contemporary architectural 
producti on.

Since the diagrammati c oppositi on between fi gure and 
ground has dominated the fundamental confi gurati on of 
aestheti c experience since the Renaissance, comparing 
Giambatti  sta Nolli’s Plan of Rome (1748) and Pietro Bertelli’s 
Plan of Ancient Rome (1599) is a good place to start. Nolli’s 
plan assigns equal or greater value to the spaces between 
things than to the built elements themselves. Figure-ground 
reduces architecture to a simplifi ed set of spati al relati ons 
(solid-void, interior-exterior, and public-private), where all 
other architectural characteristi cs are dissolved into the 
poché. Bertelli’s plan, on the other hand, is more like a col-
lecti on of treasures displayed on a table, cataloging the major 
churches and monuments from anti quity. Primacy is assigned 
to the buildings themselves, including all of their architectural 
peculiariti es. Where fi gure-ground drawing implies a neutral 
spati al conditi on, the medieval constellati on of objects cre-
ates spati al tension and variati on.

“In the early middle ages, fi gure and ground had not yet 
emerged into their diagrammati c oppositi on. Everything…
was rolled into moving bundles or tossed into heaps.”3

—Christopher Wood, Riegl’s Mache

The Renaissance perspecti ve demonstrates its preference 
for the space between buildings as well as the implied 
space between the viewer and the depicted scene. It is con-
structed using a strict set of geometric rules to describe space 
scenographically, which allows the naïve and narrati ve under-
standing of three-dimensional space on a two-dimensional 
surface.4 Conversely, the medieval descripti on of buildings in 
Ambrogio Lorenzetti  ’s City by the Sea (c. 1335) is decepti vely 
primiti ve. There is simply too much stuff  in too litt le space. 
Buildings are ti ghtly bundled together, then nestled within 
other buildings, and enclosed within yet other walls. Where 
perspecti ve drawing implies spati al conti nuity and extension 
beyond the frame, the oblique packaging of contents creates 
spati al compression and deferral between the interior and 
exterior.

Scale is another convenient measuring device that simpli-
fi es real diff erence among things. In Annibale Carraci’s 
Assumpti on of the Virgin (1600-01), the unifi ed scale, gazes, 
and postures of fi gures affi  rm formal-spati al conti nuity, where 
diff erence can only be expressed through exaggerated three-
dimensionally and conti nuous variati on of one fi gure to the 
next as they are woven together by the fold and pleats of the 
Virgin’s gown. In Duccio di Buoninsegna’s Maesta (1308-11), 
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ti ght spati al layering of compressed fi gures is confound by 
multi ple compositi onal incongruiti es, most notably the 
dramati c shift  in scale, which subverts anthropocentric per-
cepti on and confuses spati al depth. Figures do not assimilate 
one another; rather, disti ncti veness is apparent in multi ple 
facial expressions, postures, and garment arti culati ons. In 
other words, diff erences exist within the things themselves. 
These comparisons propose that architecture is intrinsically 
more diverse in the absence of subjecti ve representati onal 
illusions, instead relying on collecti ng, bundling, or packaging 
of multi ple disti nct objects. A more current analogy might 
help to clarify these presumpti ons. 

Every ti me you visit a big box store like Ikea, you are con-
fronted with the metaphysical shift  between the illusion of 
subjecti ve experience and the reality of commodity culture. 
The store architecture creates the illusion that you are going 
to simply your life. As you approach the checkout with your 
overstuff ed shopping cart, you are confronted with the real-
ity that you have literally compounded the problem. This 
feeling of anxiety is symptomati c of moving between these 
two worlds. The store architecture organizes all things in the 
same way, through systemic repeti ti on and uniform classifi -
cati on, ignoring all diff erence among the immense variety of 
things that populate the shelves. The shopping cart, which is 
piled high with these same things, cannot help but calls att en-
ti on to those diff erences. Similar to the medieval packaging 
of contents, the items in the cart have entered into a more 
diverse and less apprehensible set of relati ons, which might 
have to do with something more elusive, like a parti cular life-
style, and will be diff erent for every cart in the store. 

Ikea has even acknowledged the incongruity of these two 
worlds in a recent adverti sing campaign, which makes it 

impossible not to speculate about architecture. In Bookbeast 
(2009) by DDB Düsseldorf for Ikea, architecture-as-represen-
tati on is depicted as big hovering grid, able to reduce the 
complexity of everything to a simple diagram or geometry. 
Architecture-as-object, depicted as an animated pile of books, 
resists simplifi cati on by exhibiti ng its vast array of shapes, 
colors, and textures. In one reality, architecture hovers incon-
spicuously, but is obviously the result of belabored subjecti ve 
interventi on – you can even see the hoisti ng apparatus. In 
another reality, architecture is more cunning, animated by its 
own autonomous agency – no strings att ached.

Initi al engagements with digital producti on similarly accepted 
these terms by validati ng architecture with a unifying and 
predictable geometric logic, while conveniently organizing 
its representati ons in multi ple viewports on the same digital 
interface. Representati onal devices and digital tools will con-
ti nue to be a valuable and eff ecti ve means of communicati on; 
however, for architecture to conti nue to be producti ve, these 
philosophical underpinning prevalent throughout most of its 
history should be reconsidered.

COLLECT, CURATE, AND EXHIBIT
An architectural game of piles facilitates a fundamental repo-
siti oning of architecture’s formal, material, and aestheti c 
affi  liati ons. Piles are things heaped together. Aestheti cally, 
they resist fragmentati ons and fusions. Architecturally, 
they questi on customary arrangements of mass and space. 
Culturally, our urge to accumulate surfaces when we are 
faced with the perceived inevitability of loss. In extreme 
situati ons, this desire manifests as the compulsive disorder, 
hoarding.5 Additi onally, faced with increasing reliance on 
technology, it might also be ti ed to our latent urge to hunt 
and gather. In any case, the problem for design research is 
not to identi fy a geometry intrinsic to architecture, but rather 
to curate, collect, and exhibit the immense constellati on of 
things that consti tute building. 

Figure 1: Pick-Up Sti cks, Ridley’s Games. Source: htt ps://www.pinterest.
com/pin/415597871840591889/ (left ). Boom Blast Sti x, Moose Toys. 
htt p://nymag.com/strategist/arti cle/the-32-best-gift s-for-every-type-of-
kid.html (right). 
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The unlikely comparison between Mies Van der Rohe’s 
Farnsworth House interior and the Music Room at Elvis 
Presley’s Graceland illustrates this disti ncti on. Both spaces are 
glass vitrines. However, one disappears to expose the every-
day acti viti es of its occupati on, while the other enshrines is 
collecti on of everyday treasures. At the Farnsworth House, all 
components are disposed according to abstract coordinate 
system, where space is organized in overlapping rectangu-
lar fi elds. Space at Graceland is dramati cally reshaped by its 
content, which are carefully curated and snugly packed like 
treasures in a jewelry box. 

Elvis Presley was conti nually adding to his collecti on and 
curati ng the rooms at Graceland - not to menti on the number 
of major renovati ons and additi ons that were undertaken. 
Draperies, upholstery, carpet, and paint colors as well as 
other furnishing and accessories throughout the house were 
conti nuously swapped. The Story & Clark baby grand piano 
that occupies the Music Room today is the third that has been 
displayed. The previous two pianos were a nine foot gold-
leafed Kimball and a Knabe baby grand.6 Now that the house 
is a museum, it is ironic that most of the curati ng has stopped; 
however, the staff  sti ll honors the traditi on of swapping the 
draperies with a festi ve red during the holiday season.7

Other examples that illustrate the seducti ve impulse to collect 
and the allure of accumulati on are Sir John Soane’s Museum 
and the installati on spaces of Marjan Teeuwen. Both involve 
the careful curati on of vast collecti ons of things. Soane’s col-
lecti on of ancient arti facts are encrusted into the surfaces of 
the walls. Teeuwen’s piling of constructi on debris is literally 
reconsti tuted as structure. These are not decorati ve or orna-
mental strategies, in which element are simply additi ve or 
conti nuously diff used. In each of these cases, architecture is 
defi ned by enhancing or intensifying all qualiti es and proper-
ti es of the wall. 

This is why studio space is so alluring - creati vity is a messy 
endeavor. Architecture studios are packed with piles of chip-
board, wads of trace paper, mound of study models, and 
technological gadgets of all kinds. We exhibit our work, collect 
things that provoke inspirati on, and the wild curati on of these 
things incubates innovati on and creati vity. A photograph of the 
messy studio space in Deborah Berke’s Yale University School 
of Art building was aptly published on the cover of Architecture 
Magazine in 2001, suggesti ng that space is not empty and neu-
tral, but rather reveres all the things that foster our creati ve 
impulses.

SHUFFLING THE DECK
In terms of spati al arrangement, piles do not imply disorder, 
rather the possibility of creati ng multi ple and diverse spati al 
adjacencies in their concepti on of the plan. Rather than the 
abstract compositi on of parti ti ons or systemati c repeti ti on of 
spaces, uniformity and variati on can exist simultaneously. The 
proposed fl oorplan for the Lithuanian Nati onal Science and 
Innovati on Center by Mark Gage registers as a cluster of walled 
shapes. Uniformity is restricted to the components where it can 
be immediately apprehended, but the building sti ll maintains 
diversity as a whole. 

Piles can also manifest as aggregati ons of local symmetries or 
pairings, which may produce multi ple spati al confi gurati ons 
within the same mass. For example, the pairings in Young and 
Ayata’s Bauhaus Museum project create both a series of adja-
cent spati al enclosures and a meandering pathway, which is 
parti cularly useful for a museum building. Other ti mes spati al 
volumes can be eccentric and nest together within the same 
mass as in Tom Wiscombe’s project for the Griffi  th Park House. 
Rather than ideal geometries, piling, paring, nesti ng, and aggre-
gati ng can respond more readily to the inherent pressures that 
buildings and spaces have upon one another as well as acknowl-
edge the variety of other relati ons, including topography, social 
hierarchies, and contextual considerati ons that infl uence the 
plan.

Figure 2: Ambrogio Lorenzetti  , City by the Sea, c. 1335, Pinacoteca Nazionale, 
Siena. Source: Art Resource, NY.

Figure 3: “Music Room at Graceland,” Elvis Presley Enterprises, Inc. 
Source: htt ps://www.wsj.com/arti cles/elviss-style-is-king-again-anatomy-
lesson-1403222714. 
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PILE DRIVER
Piles also challenge conventi onal ideas of massing and sec-
ti onal confi gurati on. This is because they rely on the misfi t or 
obliqueness between things - similariti es and diff erences exist 

simultaneously. Sou Fujimoto Architects’ Tokyo Apartment 
and Peter Trummer’s Pile City projects are literal bundles of 
similar building typologies piled on top of one another. These 
misfi t masses challenge conventi onal domesti c or urban 
arrangements as well as the ability to fully comprehend their 
interior organizati ons. 

Piles also resist total fusion and maintain discrete bound-
aries between things. The Caixa Forum by Herzog & de 
Meuron and Jean Nouvel’s Lyon Opera House are examples 
where one building is stacked on top of another. At the Caixa 
Forum, the eaves and rakes of the existi ng roofl ine defi ne 
the top of one building and the bott om of the other – the 
most three-dimensional quality of the existi ng building (the 
roof), becomes a two-dimensional boundary and ground for 
the new additi on. The spring point of the Lyon Opera House 
additi on is slightly above the existi ng walls creati ng the dual 
impression of a loft ed vault and a fl oati ng cylinder. In both 
projects, the misfi t between top and bott om is more subtle or 
conti guous, but adept in maintaining the disti ncti on of each. 
In this way, piles preference shape and fi gurati on, but do not 
necessarily reject their context. When fi gurati on is desired, 
there are other ways to create parti al coherence. In the case 
of Tom Wiscombe’s Lima Art Museum, an oblique building 
mass is cut away by a regulated site boundary. The misfi t 

Figure 4: Marjan Teeuwen, Archief Sheddak SM’s 2, 2010. Source: htt p://
www.marjanteeuwen.nl/

Figure 5: Stuart Craig, Harry Pott er’s Room of Requirement, 2011, Warner 
Bros. Pictures. Source: htt ps://www.architecturaldigest.com/gallery/harry-
pott er-set-design-slideshow/all.
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between the massing and the cutti  ng plane begins to unify 
disparate components and parti ally reveals the building’s 
interior organizati on.

Piles suggest that architecture holds something in reserve. A 
façade is not simply fl oor plates expressed on the exterior of 
the building. Instead, piles are somewhat more mysterious, 
preventi ng any obvious understanding or over simplifi cati on 
of a building‘s interior and exterior expression.

CONCLUSION
The aestheti c and cultural implicati ons of an architectural 
game of piles are aligned with the fundamental percep-
tual changes occurring due to unconditi onal acceptance of 
computer-assisted observati on. A new metaphysical model, 
in this case, looks something like Stuart Craig’s produc-
ti on image for Harry Pott er’s Room of Requirement (2011), 
thoroughly illustrati ng the strange reciprocity between the 
medieval concepti on of space involving the piling of contents 
and the percepti on of space dictated by the terms of the digi-
tal interface.

This enigmati c image combines two architectures – one of 
geometry, vectors, and forces and another of piles, bundles, 
and heaps. One has to do with the technological (realm of the 
virtual) and the other has to do with the ontological (domain 
of real things). If one speaks to our desire to accumulate in 
its inherent dispositi on toward simulati on or repeti ti on, the 
other speak to the spirituality or mysti cal agency of the things 
that surround us. If one is the locus of commodity culture 
where our desire for things play out on a virtual plane, then 
the other speak to the vast and complex depth of real things 
that cannot fully be consumed or comprehended. Returning 
architecture to the domain of real things does not suggest a 
revival of medieval forms of expression, but rather evokes a 
latent theoreti cal perspecti ve from which alternati ve archi-
tectural ideas might materialize.

Piles resonate with a disciple whose nature is to amass and 
manipulate matt er. An architectural game of piles is unti dy, 
spontaneous, and sti mulated by informal arrangements 
and loose associati ons, requiring enhanced skill, spirited 
risk-taking, and creati ve discovery. In response to an increas-
ing cultural urge to accumulate, architecture may fi nd new 
disciplinary relevance through creati ve strategic accreti on, 
allowing parti cipants and spectators to design and evaluate 
architecture with new disciplinary signifi cance.
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