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I n t r o d u c t i o n

T h e  A r c h i t e c t o n i c  H y p o t e n u s e

In tr iadic terms,  the hypotenuse i s  hai led as  a  fundamental  value - without 

i t ,  the opposite  or the adjacent ,  the tr iangle could not be named as  such. 

Pythagoreans have used tr igonometry to def ine these components ;  forming 

l inks between l ines  in the interest  of  keeping these shapes complete,  eter-

nal ly expected to vary only in angle or length.

Although tr iadics  wil l  a lways be of  importance,  the exponentia l  search 

to f ind the hypotenuse as  a  means of  l inking the opposite  and adjacent 

i s  a  short  -  s ighted venture,  up for cr i t ic i sm. As demonstrated in (Figure 

One),  i f  the two were a l lowed to exis t  freely,  a  plethora of  opportunity and 

quest ion could ar i se  -  why does a  ‘ shape’  require impenetrabi l i ty? Would 

the opposite  exis t  in one plane,  the adjacent in another,  or  would they run 

paral le l ,  never truly touching yet  headed in the same direct ion? Would a 

thousand new l inks form, in dif ferent lengths ,  curvatures ,  direct ions and 

angles ,  redef ining what a  ‘ shape’  could be? 

Subsequently,  i f  one was to replace pythagoreans with profess ionals ,  the 

opposite  with the architect  and the adjacent with the art i s t ,  an a lmost  iden-

tical  pattern would be repl icated.  The hypotenuse l inking the two disci-

pl ines  i s  constant ly under the pressure of  def init ion,  with scholars  arguing 

for centuries  over i t ’ s  length.
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Figure One - Quest ioning the Hypotenuse
(Liddle ,  2022)



As demonstrated in (Figure Two),  i f  these scholars  became less  focused 

on the varied existences  of  this  supposed l ink and discounted i t  a l togeth-

er ,  much l ike the tr ia let ic  theory,  a  plethora of  opportunity and quest ion 

would ar i se .  Perhaps art  and architecture could a l so run paral le l ,  sometimes 

l inking,  curving and weaving together in a  much more productive,  organ-

ic manner than to have a constant hypotenuse,  dragging them together or 

forcing them apart .

Studies  have tradit ional ly focused on this  push and pul l  between the pro-

fess ions,  rather than evaluat ing the poss ibi l i ty that  s imultaneously,  both 

could exis t  and not exis t  within each,  depending on the context .  This  i s 

regress ive because architecture i s  typical ly put in a  box as  restr icted as  the 

three s ided tr iangle,  which has  a  butterf ly ef fect  over how the profess ion 

i s  taught,  received and pract iced.  As a  result ,  the exis t ing research caters 

to an incomplete narrat ive that  i s  inadequate for use by profess ionals  when 

considering a progress ive future for both art  and architecture. 

This  paper aims to function in two ways;  primari ly,  to explore this  realm 

of  art  vs  architecture as  an oxymoronic paral le l  exis t ing today within New 

York City,  with an anci l lary focus on the aforementioned imagined,  pro-

gress ive design system that  would exist  free from the design hypotenuse.
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Figure Two - Quest ioning Archi tec tonics
(Liddle ,  2022)



This  s tudy wil l  contribute to the body of  knowledge surrounding art  and 

architecture by providing a contemporary perspect ive,  incorporat ing a 

new, theoret ica l  model  for  a  progress ive future,  which has  the potentia l 

to help address  an educational  reform, greater  access ibi l i ty to both pro-

fess ions,  and force open the dia logue on the benefi t  of  col laborat ion and 

hybridity.

Despite this ,  there are a  number of  l imitat ions to this  paper.  In terms of 

scope,  this  s tudy is  mainly focused on one geographic area -  a l though re-

search can be general i sed,  examples  are bespoke to New York City and are 

perhaps not seamless ly transferrable .  Furthermore,  the qual i tat ive research 

method could be cri t ic i sed for being overly subject ive;  however,  research i s 

only s ignif icant i f  i t  reaches the correct  audience,  and there i s  no guarantee 

this  this  paper wil l  do so.  Examination in ful l  breadth i s  a l so not poss ible , 

due to the length of  the paper required.

 

 



C h a p t e r  O n e

T h e  D e f i n i t i v e  O x y m o r o n

In order to properly explore how a pract ice i s  def ined,  one must  f i r s t  estab-

l i sh the primary instance of  i t ’ s  exis tence.  Cal ibrated Erosion Phenomena 

(Bednarik,  1992) has  successful ly dated the f irs t  known example of  human 

art i s t ic  endeavour,  Petroglyphs,  to the Acheulian Period of  the Lower Pale-

ol i thic ,  c irca 700,000 BCE - 300,000 BCE. Petroglyphs,  commonly referred 

to as  ‘ rock art ’ ,  represent a  larger art i s t ic  typology with mult iple  denomi-

nations;  notably,  animal  representat ions (Figure Three) ,  geocontourglyphs 

(Figure Four) ,  and the ever -  abstruse cupules  (Figure Six) .  Despite a  rapid-

ly expanding study address ing formation (Nelh 1986;  Bednarik et  a l .  2005; 

Kumar & Ram 2014;  Bednarik 2008) identi f icat ion (Clegg 2007;  Bednarik 

1994;  Cairns & Branagan 1992) and morphology (Gilbert  2000) of  cupules , 

most  research has  concentrated on identi fying the purpose of  cupule forma-

tion. 

 

 

Figure Three 
(Gregorson ,    H,  2004)
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Notably speculat ive,  this  body of  research has  led to declarat ions that 

cupules  could ‘ symbolise  game mats ’  (Odak 1992) or ‘conste l lat ion re-

cords ’  (Cairns & Branagan 1992) .  However,  interpretat ions most  commonly 

surround an ethnographic analogy.  Whils t  not an exhaust ive se lect ion,  the 

ethnographic sources  reviewed describe cupules  as  ‘areas  used to search for 

antidotes  and medicines ’  (Cal lahan 2004) ,  as  ‘ear ly l i thophones ’  (Bednarik 

et  a l .  2005) ,  and as  a  ‘ role in ceremonies  celebrat ing fert i l i ty ’  (Stevenson 

1887:  540;  Fewkes 1891:  9-10;  Heizer 1953;  Hedges 1983a;  1983b).  Whils t 

cupules  are probably as  nuanced and diverse in meaning and function as 

the myriad of  cultures  in which they are found,  the ethnographic examples 

do point  towards an interest ing point  of  departure:  that  ‘cupules  are not 

just  features  to be used,  but a l so artefacts  of  pract ice -  the act  of  creat ing a 

cupule can be as  important as  the result ing cupule i t se l f ’  (Bednarik 2008) .

Holis t ica l ly speaking,  art  i s  not just  an addit ive process ;  this  theory of  the 

cupule as  an art i s t ic  pract ice as  opposed to an art i s t ic  result  lends i t se l f  to 

the theory of  tr ia lect ica l  (Soja 1996) (Figure Eight)  1 as  opposed to dia lec-

t ica l  thinking,  borrowed from the phi losopher Henri  Lefebvre- thirdspace 

in part icular ,  which out l ines  the way in which we choose or happen to 

experience exis t ing things,  despite associated societa l  rules ;  i t  would there-

fore be astute to categorise the cupule as  an art  of  explorat ion.  This  can be 

further l inked to one of  three general ly accepted def init ions of  art ,  ‘Cult i-

vat ion of  mental  powers  for  sociable communicat ion - The Art  of  Genius ’ , 

(Kant 1790) .  This  i s  out l ined in (Figure Seven).

Unlike cupules ,  animal  representat ions have a c lear  narrat ive,  in which 

transient things viewed as  s ignif icant are reproduced in a  more permanent 

art  form; these forms can be categorised as  the art  of  repl icat ion,  reminis-

cent of  Soja ’ s  f i r s t space (Soja 1996) .  Firs t space i s  concerned with the phys-

ical  objects  that  exis t ,  can be quanti f iably measured,  and ‘ seen’  in the real 

world.  Again,  this  can further be l inked to the second of  three general ly 

accepted def init ions of  art ,  ‘a l l  art  i s  mimetic by nature;  art  i s  an imitat ion 

of  l i fe ’ ,  (Plato 373BC).



Last ly,  geocontourglyphs,  engravings consis tent terr i toria l  markings,  are 

inherent ly l inked to the art  of  express ion,  in which art  i s  created in order 

to convey a message;  in this  case ,  re lat ing to a  set  of  rules  or  an intended 

structure,  created with the intention of  receipt  by others .  Much l ike sec-

ondspace (Soja 1996) ,  where the use of  the physical  f i r s t  space i s  governed 

by a set  of  unwritten societa l  expectat ions surrounding use,  the presence of 

geocontourglyphs coherent ly exhibits  the third accepted def init ion of  art- 

‘Art  i s  an attempt to grasp at  universa l  truths in individual  happenstances 

-  The Art  of  Personal  Express ion’  (Aris tot le  1961) .

 

 

Animal  Representat ions

ART OF REPLICATION

FirstSpace

Plato - Mimesis

Cupules

ART OF EXPLORATION

Thirdspace

Kant -  Genius

Geocontourglyphs

ART OF EXPRESSION

SecondSpace

Aristot le  -  Express ion

Figure Seven
(Liddle ,  A,  2022)

Figure Eight
(Soja ,  E ,  1996))



Consequently,  from the origins of  the petroglyph alone,  three c lear  def i-

nit ions of  art  as  express ion,  repl icat ion and explorat ion can be derived, 

and appl ied spat ia l ly theory of  tr ia let ics .  Theoret ical ly ,  anything that  f i t s 

into any one of  those categories  should be considered as  art .  However,  as 

sa id art  developed and evolved over t ime,  developing styles  synonymous 

with place and context ,  what began as  a  s imple set  of  eas i ly categorisable 

petroglyphs morphed into a genre,  with many subdivis ions emerging to 

suit  new discoveries ,  norms and poss ibi l i t ies ;  with that ,  came the birth of 

the polymath.

Imhotep (2667 BC - 2648 BC),  the f irs t  recorded polymath,  was the 

embodiment of  a  master  of  a l l  crafts ;  governing breakthrough science, 

scr ibing,  phi losophy,  art ,  as tronomy, medicine,  mathematics ,  his tory and 

architecture (Wildung 1977) .  Credited as  the l ikely architect  of  the f irs t 

Egyptian major s tructure,  Djoser ’ s  Step Pyramid (Figure Nine) ,  Imhotep 

was later  recognised as  the f irs t  recorded pract i t ioner of  architecture.

Figure Nine



The pyramids of  Djoser required numerous di f ferent ski l l s  to design, 

plan,  map and bui ld,  so Imhotep would’ve capita l i sed on his  knowledge 

across  a  great  breadth of  subjects  including the fol lowing.  Phi losophy 

was required to understand,  analyse and art iculate the human need for the 

pyramid - prior to the pyramids,  Pharaohs were buried in mastaba tombs, 

large rectangular  monuments  that  Imhotep phi losophised to be insuff ic ient 

rest ing places  for  those perceived to be at  the top of  the Egyptian hierar-

chy.  Secondly,  great  art i s t ic  ski l l  and expert i se  was required to imagine 

and create a  completely new form to be the successor of  the mastaba tombs, 

with a spir i t  that  was not an eyesore whils t  s t i l l  being an obvious visual 

indicator of  power,  wealth and status .  Fol lowing this ,  there was an obvious 

requirement for Imhotep to pioneer the pract ices  of  both maths and physics 

to real i se  the bui lding in a  sense of  f i r s t  space,  and through the use of  this 

broad set  of  discipl ines ,  a  successful  ‘model ’  for  bui lding was produced, 

which we now know to be coined as  architecture. 

This  f i r s t  example by Imhotep of  an architectonic response to a  societa l 

need,  much l ike the f irs t  instances  of  art ,  can be def ined adept ly by Vitru-

vius as  ‘Commodity,  f i rmness ,  del ight ’  (Vetruvius 27BC).  This  essentia l ly 

dri l l s  architecture as  an origin down something that  provides  a  physical , 

sa leable asset ,  that  i s  s i tuated and sparks del ight ,  and again,  anything that 

f i t s  into this  category should be considered as  architecture.  However,  in 

the same way that  art  progressed to address  changing a changing tr ia let ic 

s tate ,  architecture too evolved,  developing styles  synonymous with place

The Polymath Cont inuum
(Liddle ,  2022)

The Polymath



The  and context ;  the post  republican empire of  Ancient Rome being per-

haps the most  s ignif icant instance of  such,  where c lass ic  def init ions even 

began to garner new interpretat ions.  The second interpretat ion of  the 

phrase coined during this  period by Vetruvius ,  and conceivably borrowed 

from Aristot le ,  was that  the pract ice and physical  embodiment of  archi-

tecture was,  for  the f irs t  t ime,  referred to and def ined in Gesta l t  terms as 

a  whole,  rather than just  the sum of i t ’ s  mult idiscipl inary parts ,  such as 

during the era of  Imhotep (Vetruvius 27BC).  This  observat ion has  had a 

las t ing effect  on architecture throughout his tory and is  s t i l l  widely refer-

enced today,  often used not only as  a  way to describe f irs t space in a  sense 

conceivable to us  in terms of  thirdspace,  but as  a  means of  just i fying why 

and how architecture exis ts  as  i t ’ s  own pract ice,  separate ly to other disci-

pl ines ,  that  cannot ful f i l  the scope of  architecture a lone - only as  a  mult i-

discipl inary group. 

The Polymath Cont inuum
(Liddle ,  2022)

The Polymath

The Mult idiscipl inary Architect



C h a p t e r  T w o

D i v e r g e n c e  &  C o n v e r g e n c e

As societ ies ,  ideologies ,  pract ices  and subjects  became more saturated in 

every sense,  subject  matter  across  a l l  areas  became increas ingly broad and 

complex.  Mult idiscipl inary architects  became increas ingly metacognit ive-

ly aware (Flavel l  1970) that  the idea of  encompass ing a true polymath was 

no longer conceivable ,  and subsequently,  true of  Aris tot le ’ s  ‘Metaphysics ’ 

which begins ‘Al l  men by nature,  des ire to know’ (Aris tot le  circa 335 & 

323 BC),  a  general  shi f t  in att i tude occurred. 

Men decided to focus not on achieving the impossible by trying to s tay at 

the forefront of  every expanding subject  as  ‘one of  the greats ,  a  polymath’ , 

but instead to achieve s tatus  as  ‘ the absolute greatest ’  in a  s ingle chosen 

subject . 

This  goes hand in hand with the theory that  men are egotis t ica l  (Freud 

1923) .  As one of  the greats ,  i t  i s  highly plausible that  another ‘great ’  would 

be s tronger in one subject  area than their  counterpart ,  but sa id counterpart 

would l ikely be s tronger in a  di f ferent area than the aforementioned great , 

so,  ef fect ively,  ta lent  imbalances net  off ,  and greats  wil l  a lways remain lev-

el .  However,  i f  one was to focus sole ly on one subject ,  one would be head 

to head with others ,  in that  subject  and that  subject  only,  to be named as 

the very best  at  that  s ingular  craft . 

I f  this  prospect  of  superiori ty wasn’t  enough to sat i s fy architects ,  there 

was s t i l l  a  push to be the best  of  everything,  in polymath fashion - without 

having to learn everything.  Consequently,  an ethical ly ambiguous loop-

hole was discovered - by arguing that  one’s  chosen profess ion i s  somehow 

superior or better  than other profess ions,  in this  instance architecture over 

art ,  one then places  ones-sel f  at  the top of  the rankings of  a l l  subjects ,  be-

coming the modern polymath,  just  because that  subject  i s  seen as  the most 

di f f icult  to master/  most  important over others .



I t  i s  f rom this  that  architects  developed the regress ive narrat ive that  ar-

chitecture should be considered as  far  more complex than art ,  as  ‘ there are 

many more factors  to consider ’  (Schumacher 2019) ,  much more planning 

involved,  and i t  supposedly has  a  greater  impact  on the f irs t  space,  where, 

unl ike most  art ,  bui ldings are absolutely unavoidable,  second space,  where, 

when art  can be viewed by the recipient a longside their  personal  context  in 

a  subject ive manner,  architecture usual ly holds  s tr ict  unwritten rules  that 

cause a l l  users  to interpret  and act  in the same way;  l ike entrances ,  exits 

and sta irs ,  and third space,  where bui ldings are used dai ly and can provoke 

excit ing responses  by humans,  when art  cannot a lways be ‘used’  in a  tradi-

t ional  sense. 

of  a  penci l ’ .

 

 

Louis  Sul l ivan’s  ‘ form fol lows function’ 

(Sul l ivan 1896) approach in earnest , 

with the aim of  ecl ips ing the near-

by Chrysler  Bui lding by erect ing the 

ta l lest  bui lding in the world;  and a sure 

way for Lamb to c l imb to the top of  the 

profess ion,  overcoming various techni-

cal  hurdles  to achieve real i sed heights . 

Lamb happi ly tore down the historic 

and beauti ful  Waldorf  -  Astoria  hotel  to 

make way for this  symbol of  Sky High 

American,  and architectural ,  power - 

that  happened to be model led on the 

‘ form of a  penci l ’  (Lamb 1935) .

A part icular ly prominent example of  this  in pract ice i s  that  of  The Em-

pire State Bui lding (Figure Ten),  des igned primari ly by Wil l iam F.  Lamb, 

1930.  Lamb was an architect  of  his  t ime;  keen to diverge away from art ,  or 

what he referred to as  ‘ l i t t le  nemo’ [an elaborately ornamental  comic s tr ip] 

architecture at  a l l  costs ,  fol lowing

Figure Ten
The Empire  State  Bui lding

(Valadi ,  S ,  2012) 



Upon review, i t  i s  obvious that  the use of  ‘ form fol lows function’  to just i fy 

how a bui lding is  ‘not  art ’  i s  unfounded,  given that  most  of  Sul l ivan’s 

works were absolute works of  art  (Figure Eleven);  the quote was intend-

ed as  a  bas i s ,  not a  rule ,  and unfortunately misconstrued by many,  such as 

Adolf  Loos,  who was determined to condemn ornament as  a  cr ime,  s tat ing 

‘ lack of  ornamentat ion is  a  s ign of  spir i tual  s trength (Loos,  1918) ,  and Le 

Corbusier ,  who declared ‘ the more people are cult ivated,  the more deco-

rat ion disappears ’  (Le Corbusier ,  1925) .  Furthermore,  i t  i s  evident that  the 

intr icacies  on display throughout the empire s tate ,  just i f ied not to be art  as 

‘declarat ions of  power and wealth ’ ,  are ,  in fact ,  art ;  the whole bui lding is 

quite l i tera l ly real i sed in art  deco form. 

Therefore,  i t  i s  not baseless  to assume that  this  divis ive,  s ingle discipl inary 

approach is  completely regress ive.  By cla iming that  borrowing inf luence 

from anything as  another enti ty i s  wrong, architects  have nowhere to gain 

inspirat ion but themselves ,  result ing in regurgitat ions,  monotony and 

ego batt les ,  such as  bui ldings becoming ta l ler  and ta l ler ,  when they could 

s imply be becoming better  and better  for  their  purpose and the wel lbeing 

of  the inhabitants .  This  can be seen throughout the works of  Corbusier , 

part icular ly Ronchamp 1955,  where Frank Gehry described his  paintings 

as  unoriginal  -  a  ‘derivat ive of  a l l  those architects  he hung out with’ .  To 

some, this  type of  architecture can only be referred to as  bui lding,  as  i t 

does not represent true creat ive spir i t  or  a  pure intent ;  architectural  success 

should be quanti f ied by the extent at  which a project  has  a  posi t ive impact 

on people,  not how big or groundbreaking i t  i s .

Figure Eleven
Guaranty Bui lding
(Kemp,  J ,  1996) 



Despite this ,  i t  i s  not wrong to assume that  i f  an architect  became com-

plete ly concerned with the art i s try of  a  bui lding,  i t  would l ikely fa l l  down. 

However,  as  regress ive as  i t  i s  to discount architecture from art  whils t  cre-

at ing bui ldings,  i t  i s  equal ly regress ive to discount art  from architecture, 

whether that  be aesthet ical ly (Plato 373BC) or theoret ica l ly (  Kant 1790) .

In contrast ,  architect  Frank Gehry i s  known for converging as  c lose-

ly as  poss ible to art i s t s ,  evident throughout several  projects  across  New 

York.  Notably,  Gehry’s  entire career was founded on a love for art ;  whils t 

working in pottery,  Gehry was persuaded to enrol  in architecture school 

due to his  apt i tude for form. Perhaps by sheer luck,  his  experience at  USC 

nurtured this  connection,  as  the art  and architecture s tudents  shared a 

bui lding,  enabl ing an ear ly appreciat ion for both subjects  exis t ing in the 

same plane.  Al l  of  Gehry’s  work has  been ‘developed direct ly in conversa-

t ion with art i s t s ’  (Gehry,  2018) ,  perhaps the most  remarkable of  which i s 

the Guggenheim Bilbao (Figure Twelve) ,  which earned him the unexpect-

ed praise of  a  cultural  phenomenon, the Bi lbao Effect  ( Jef f  Koons 2003) , 

and the s tatus  as  the only architect  ever to receive the Harvard Arts  Medal 

(Harvard,  2016) . 

Despite these famous projects ,  a  common favourite  remains the ‘New York’ 

bui lding in NYC (Figure Thirteen) ,  a  twisted,  unusual  bui lding,  provid-

ing a welcome, playful  change in the somewhat monotonous skyl ine.  New 

York has  received largely posi t ive feedback,  and is  now regarded as  an 

iconic bui lding within the ci ty ’ s  architectural  landscape;  on the surface,  a 

complete success  s tory.

Figure Twelve
Guggenheim Bilbao

(Mort im,  P,  2014) 

Figure Thir teen
New York

(Mort im,  P,  2014) 



However,  Gehry’s  work i s  often up for cr i t ic i sm. The Guggenheim Bil-

bao and New York may be wonderful ly art i s t ic  bui ldings,  but Gehry must 

remember that  art  i s  subject ive.  Whils t  ‘ typical ’  art  can most ly be avoided, 

bui ldings are imposed on their  ci t ies ,  and res idents  have no escape.  I t  i s 

just  as  egotis t ica l  imposing an art i s t ic  bui lding designed for one’s  personal 

taste  on a ci ty that  has  had no say in how it  wil l  look,  as  i t  i s  imposing a 

monotonous,  non art i s t ic  bui lding on a ci ty- at  least  these have a chance of 

blending in.  ‘Architects  must  remember that  they are act ive ci t izens before 

being architects ’  (Bertol ino,  2020) ,  with socia l  responsibi l i t ies ,  and an ar-

chitect  should design with communit ies ,  rather than placing them in what 

he thinks i s  best  for  them, as  he assumes they aren’t  intel l igent enough to 

decide for themselves .
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C h a p t e r  T h r e e

H y b r i d  &  C o l l a b o r a t i o n

Despite being a playground for the most  famously egotis t ica l  of  architects , 

i t  i s  general ly accepted that  New York City ‘pioneered the integrat ion of 

architecture and art ’ .  Whils t  this  i s  a  bold s tatement,  and perhaps could be 

more accurately presented as  a  pioneering the reintegrat ion of  architec-

ture and art ,  i t  i s  certainly true that  New York,  at  a l l  levels ,  recognises  the 

importance of  art  within a l l  of  our thirdpsace interact ions.  For the past  30 

years  the Percent for Art  Programme, managed by the NYC department 

of  cultural  af fa irs ,  has  a l located one percent of  the budget for ci ty funded 

construction projects  to publ ic  art  (Percent for Art ,  2022) .  Furthermore, 

New York in part icular  houses  what can only be described as  a  melt ing pot 

of  creat ives ,  exis t ing within an extremely c lose proximity of  one another - 

unl ike other ci t ies ,  networking is  so dense that  as  an architect ,  i t  i s  a lmost 

impossible to navigate ones way to work without sharing creat ive space, 

whether that  be s ight ,  thought or interact ion,  with an art i s t ,  a  fashion de-

signer or a  musician,  whils t  s imultaneously encountering several  examples 

of  s treet  s tyle ,  which often referred to as  the birthplace for original  trends. 

For an architect  to insis t  none of  this  provides  any inspirat ion in the 

s l ightest  would be unfathomable.  Due to this  atmosphere in modern New 

York,  or maybe as  a  generat ion of  young, forward thinking architects  move 

into pract ice,  the ‘architect ’  movement i s  showing s igns of  subsiding.

Alongside this  fresh atmosphere,  comes the redef init ion of  what i t  means to 

be a  successful  architect .  What i s  success?  How can i t  be def ined,  or meas-

ured? Innovation,  quiet  development and socio- economical ly conscious 

design are becoming more prominent;  perhaps a  result  of  the ever-dividing 

global  moral  compass ,  where the populat ion appears  to be becoming more 

virtuous,  yet  chal lenges are at  an a l l  t ime high.  The fol lowing cri t ica l  ap-

praisa l  examines the ‘ success ’  of  Snarkitecture,  a  s tudio - s ized embodiment 

of  the new aura of  hybrid discipl ine in New York. 



Establ i shed in 2008 by Daniel  Arsham and Alex Mustonen,  Snarkitecture (Fig-

ure Fourteen) i s  a  New York based col laborat ive pract ice founded between the 

discipl ines  of  art  and architecture.  Described as  ‘ the physical  project ion of  a 

portmanteau’  (Mustonen,  2017) ,  the pract ice has  pioneered a variety of  new 

ways to be an architect ,  f ree from the constraints  tradit ional ly surrounding the 

profess ion. 

As discussed throughout this  paper,  countless  profess ionals  have argued 

over the length of  the hypotenuse l inking art  and architecture.  I t  therefore 

seems a lmost  too rebel l ious to create a  pract ice that  c la ims not to make 

ei ther ,  yet  s i t  on the peripheral  of  both to del iver something undefined and 

excit ing.  The Snarkitecture s tudio i s  set  up in a  hybrid manner that  pushes 

this  to i t ’ s  ful lest  potentia l ,  with a  purpose bui l t  workshop ‘ lobby’  ( f igure 

Fif teen) shared by both art i s t s  and architects ;  encouraging the blurring of 

l ines  between the two discipl ines .  The Studio was   specif ica l ly chosen for 

i t ’ s  nine metre ta l l  cei l ings,  creat ing an atmosphere of  ‘making’ ,  a l lowing 

for in- house prefabricat ion and materia l  experimentat ion,  unl ike any other 

s tudio that  i s  not design and bui ld.  Arsham and Mustonen reinforced this 

idea of  complete uniqueness  by choosing a s tudio locat ion away from any 

other f irm; ‘ i t  s tarted by extension of  us  feel ing l ike outs iders .  I t  gives  us 

breathing space to experiment and create our own culture ’ .

Figure Fourteen
Snarki tec ture

(Snarki tec ture ,  2017) 

Figure Fif teen
Lobby

(Snarki tec ture ,  2017) 



I t  i s  accepted that  architects  often feel  condemned to a lways design ‘ for ’ 

or  ‘because ’ ,  with a  specif ic  purpose in mind.  Snarkitecture are s lowly 

pioneering a new way of  thinking,  where projects  are designed with no 

‘ for ’  in mind,  a l lowing the evolution of  truly user  def ined spaces  to begin. 

Their  business  revolves  around this  approach,  ignoring architecture ‘norms’ 

and str iving to be unique;  the emphasis  i s  a lways that  architecture should 

a lways be drawn for the love and fun of  art  and design,  not to please c l i-

ents  or  serve a  part icular  purpose.  I t  i s  because of  this  that  Snarkitecture 

keep an inventory of  unreal i sed projects  -  projects  designed with no brief , 

no cl ient ,  no budget ,  purely produced for the enjoyment of  design - these 

ideas  can then later  be used when a space or c l ient  feels  r ight .  This  i s  a 

completely revolutionary approach to design,  not just  a l lowing much faster 

project  turnover t imes,  but a l so an organic process  that  celebrates  architec-

ture as  an art  form. 

Despite the obvious merit  these innovative processes  provide on an organ-

ic,  pure and exploratory plane of  design,   there are holes  in the pract ice 

that  are hard to ignore.  I t  i s  obvious that  the principles  of  design uti l i sed 

by Snarkitecture are posi t ive,  yet  these principles  have only ever been 

appl ied to rather shal low projects ,  with no integral  inf luence over how 

cit izens as  a  whole operate day to day;  for  example,  Snarkitecture ’ s  typical 

cl ient/project  focus i s  a  cata logue of  exclusivity- high end store planning 

for  brands such as  ‘Kith’  (Figure Sixteen) and ‘Dior ’ ,  as  wel l  as  Art  Gal lery 

(Dig,  2011) (Figure Seventeen) and Fashion Show design (Confett i  Show, 

2015) (Figure Eighteen) are not things typical ly access ible to the general 

publ ic ,  and i f  these processes  are never appl ied to general  use bui ldings 

such as  schools ,  of f ices  or hospita l s  for  the good of  the general  publ ic ,  they 

wil l  never be truly useful .  Despite this ,  Arsham, Mustonen and Porto often 

favour ‘The Beach’  (Figure Nineteen) whils t  speaking about their  project 

output-   a  temporary insta l lat ion that  was so popular ,  i t  has  now toured 

eight major ci t ies  around the globe.  The project  was free of  charge,  geared 

towards unit ing communit ies ,  old and young, with the idea that  anyone 

and everyone could enjoy the experience. 

 

 



Furthermore,  Snarkitecture are s t i l l  a  re lat ively new pract ice,  and they 

could be garnering contacts ,  funds and ideas  from current projects  to real-

ise  more community - centra l  projects  in the future - because of  this ,  they 

cannot be overly cr i t ic i sed at  present ,  and i t  would not be obtuse to de-

scribe them as  a  successful  pract ice in terms of  achieving harmony between 

art  and architecture.

 

 

Figure Sixteen
Kith

(Snarki tec ture ,  2020) 

Figure Eighteen
Confet t i  Show

(Snarki tec ture ,  2015) 

Figure Nineteen
The Beach

(Snarki tec ture ,  Ongoing) 

Figure Seventeen
Dig

(Snarki tec ture ,  2011) 
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C h a p t e r  F o u r

F u t u r e  M o d e l l i n g  &  C o n c l u s i o n

By al l  counts ,  referr ing to the polymath continuum, i t  i s  correct  to assume 

that  achieving true polymath status  i s  no longer poss ible .  Pract ice as  an 

Architect  i s  proven to be counterproductive,  and work as  the col laborat ive 

architect  i s  only useful  when i t  i s  access ible on a universa l  sca le .  As such, 

i t  i s  vi ta l  to imagine a design system in which this  hybrid approach would 

be implemented,  for  the purpose of  model l ing a progress ive future for the 

profess ion,  devoid of  any discordance between art  and architecture. 

In order to create a  formula that  equates  to this  imagined ‘ success ’ ,  one 

must  f i r s t  establ i sh the wil l  of  the people to achieve this  success  -  architects 

have to want to explore mult i-  discipl ines  in order to improve their  work. 

Secondly,  the educational  system that  has  the potentia l  to unite most  archi-

tects  and designers  needs to cater  to this  success ,  by providing an environ-

ment in which col laborat ion can thrive - for example,  by using mult idisci-

pl inary bui ldings,  and marking work using teams made up of  profess ionals 

from a wide range of  discipl ines .  Thirdly,  an employment reform would 

be required,  in which ‘des ign pract ices ’  would be establ i shed,  made up of 

employees specia l i s ing in a  number of  di f ferent areas .  The aim behind the 

‘des ign pract ice ’  would be to form the same breadth of  knowledge as  a  tra-

dit ional  polymath,  via  a  team of united specia l i s t s ,  as  opposed to one indi-

vidual .  Through this  model ,  works as  progress ive as  the Pyramid of  Djoser 

could again be produced,  defying tradit ional  monotony by pioneering an 

age of  new answers ,  new quest ions and new solut ions. 
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