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“in theory and in practice, the stranger en-
joys greater freedom than the ordinary man. 
The stranger can survey a situation without 
bias and makes judgments based on objective 
and universal ideals. His actions are not 
restricted by custom, allegiance, or prece-
dent.” Georg Simmel 

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................

............................................



As we are becoming ever more interconnected 
through our digital world, there is a grow-
ing realization of how disconnected we have 
become from our physical world. Our digital 
world has connected our minds, and in the 
process revealed the interconnectedness and 
consequences of our actions in the physical 
world.

Like Adam and Eve, our eyes have been 
opened, we have consumed the forbidden 
fruit, have lost our innocence, and become 
strangers in our own world. We now find our-
selves in a place that is somehow familiar, 
but also different, one without reference, 
as our values have become questionable.

In this kind of world, when Filarete’s Adam 
is confronted with hostile weather for the 
first time, he throws up his arms to cover 
his head (fig.1.). In realising the need for 
more permanent protection, he recalls the 
action and shape of his arms, which fortui-
tously creates a stable form when construct-
ed with branches. This becomes the first 
reference, and architecture (fig.2.).

We find ourselves in a world with many things 
left behind from our past. Our situation is 
comparable to the analogy in the 1977 book, 
Roadside Picnic by the Strugatsky brothers, 
where the character Dr Valentine Pilman, 
compares a visitation from extra-terrestri-
als to a picnic. He compares the anomalies 
and objects left behind by extra-terrestri-
als visiting earth, to that of humans left 
behind in nature after a picnic. Just like 
the animals, we humans might find these ob-
jects and anomalies meaningful beyond what 
it really is, trash left behind.

There lies greater opportunity in looking at 
the potential of these things, than project-
ing meaning onto them. This approach is well 
illustrated in the experiment by the French 
artist Hubert Duprat. When Duprat substi-
tutes the caddisfly larvae’s environment with 
precious stones, pearls and gold, the lar-
vae, without hesitation or considering the 
meaning of the new materials, spin them into 
cocoons (fig.3.).

In this changing environment, we should deal 
with uncertainty not with ideas or dreams 
of how we want things to be, but rather, in 
trying to connect with this new world, try 
to find potential in what things can become. 
In this way, it makes sense to limit our-
selves to the potential of what is availa-
ble rather than the dream of what we want. 
A good example illustrating this approach 
is the mammoth bone shelters our ancestors 
built after the peak of the last ice age. As 
the climate became very unpredictable and 
hostile, our ancestors had to make do with 
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fig. 1. Trattato di architettura, Filarette, 15th c. 
       Vitrivius Adam reacting to the weather.

fig. 3. Trichoptera, Hubert Duprat, 1980 - 
       Caddis Larvea’s Coccon spun from precious stones, 
       pearls and gold.

fig. 2. Trattato di architettura, Filarette, 15th c. 
       Vitrivius Adam’s shelter inspired by the shape of his 
       reaction to the weather.
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what they could get (fig.4.). 

We are at the beginning, like Filarete’s 
Adam, and the act of creating is a way for 
our minds to find new relationships with the 
physical world. Like Francis Alys’s shelter, 
(made of election posters tied to a venti-
lation grill and held up by the rising air) 
(fig.5.) rather than trying to solve the is-
sues of the world, there is enough potential 
in materials, construction, and the environ-
ment to find connection again with the physi-
cal world and inspire new forms of architec-
ture.
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fig. 4. Author Unknown 
       Mamoth Bone Shelter, from after the peak of the 
       last ice age.

fig. 5. Vivienda para todos, Francis Alys, 1994 
       A shelter made of election posters tied to a 
       ventilation grill and held up by the rising air.



INTRODUCTION

03

ROADSIDE PICNIC

MASTER DISSERTATION 23-24

The studio turns unfamiliarity and strange-
ness into positive and operative notions. 
It explores the figure of the architect who 
doesn’t know, the architect as an unexpected 
guest who can bring fresh perspectives into 
a determined situation. That also means an 
architect who accepts to work in delicate 
and uncomfortable conditions. Here we can 
refer to the traits of the stranger de-
scribed by Georg Simmel (Simmel 1999). The 
foreign architect reorganizes nearness and 
remoteness, generating tensions because the 
architect has in common with locals what is 
quite general, while the architect stress-
es that which is not common. As an invited, 
the stranger receives openness and confi-
dence from the community, which the archi-
tect tends to be a member of. However, the 
stranger’s status provides an objectivity, 
made of both detachment and engagement. 
With this objectivity, things have equal 
value, because the stranger is aware of the 
risks of a preconceived perspective. Like 
the items left behind after a picnic, might 
seem ordinary to those humans who left it 
behind, but incomprehensible to the ani-
mals who find them (Strugatsky 1977). In this 
way materials, whether it be gold, plastic 
or wood have equal interest, as the fo-
cus shifts to their potential. So too we 
can look at the environment around us as a 
stranger and find new perspectives and po-
tentials in things (Dick 1985). A balco-
ny can become a bedroom or a kitchen, or a 
single-story modernist patio dwelling can 
become a self-built four-story apartment 
building, with a commercial function on the 
ground level (Avermaete 2010) (fig.6.), and 
so on. 

In finding new potential in things, the 
stranger develops the capacity to design 
in situations of scarcity of resource’s, 
restricted means, and careful considera-
tion of what is existing. Besides, thanks 
to his peculiar position, the stranger can 
demonstrate generosity and participate to 
the blossoming of the community. In this 
way, he/she is better prepared to face the 
challenges we will face in the coming dec-
ades, in the social, cultural, and technical 
fields.
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fig. 6. Colonial Modern, Tom Avermaete, 2010 
       The apropriation of a modernism apartment building in 
       the neighborhood of Carrières Centrales by immigrants 
       to the city of Casablanca.
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The perspective of the stranger provides us 
with a way of looking at things we know, in 
new ways. The students will be put in the 
condition of being a stranger in their own 
place. This territory will define the context 
of their approach.
This way of looking, will give insights into 
how to deal with limited availability of 
materials and construction techniques, in 
novel ways. Not with the ambition to find new 
technologies, but rather new forms of archi-
tecture.

The studio is both practice-based and re-
search-based. The dynamic of the studio is a 
dialectic between these two standpoints: a 
pragmatic standpoint and a conceptual stand-
point. First, the pragmatic standpoint will 
be underpinned by the choice of a place of 
intervention.  With an important degree of 
latitude, the students will be invited to 
select a site inspired by his/her wanderings 
and to detect related communities, poten-
tials, and challenges at stake. Besides, 
the students will explore local resources 
to identify available construction materi-
als and constructive know-hows in the area. 
Second, the conceptual standpoint. The stu-
dio is a collective and prospective journey, 
exploring the potentialities of the design 
process itself. The student will examine how 
the appearance of a stranger can have an in-
fluence on local communities, how it can re-
veal potentials and how the tensions at play 
in architectural processes can be turned 
positively. This journey is research based, 
in the broadest sense. This research can 
be theoretical, but it can also take other 
forms: drawings, modelling, or crafting. The 
student will be invited to build and ex-
plain his/her own methodology, engaging with 
other trough the meticulous production of 
well-crafted and beloved documents. This way 
of looking will give insights into how to 
deal with limited availability of materials 
and construction techniques, in novel ways. 
Not with the ambition to find new technolo-
gies, but rather new forms of architecture.

To synthetize the methodology of the studio, 
four rules are laid down:

N°1: The project is a building for the 
neighbourhood, defined by the students’ re-
search. A master thesis, as an engagement, 
and gift to the community, in the form of a 
proposal or even a realization.

N°2: The project must be situated in a radi-
us of 2km around the student’s home.

N°3: The materials used to build the project 
must be found in a radius of 2km around the 
student’s home.

N°4: The know-how to construct the project 
must be found in a radius of 2km around the 
student’s home. Either through personal con-
versation with locals, or through construc-
tion manuals.

The expected outcome will be a gift to the 
community, in the form of a proposal or even 
a realization.
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The first semester (fall 2023) will be dedi-
cated to: 

• Fieldworks to select a site, available re-
sources, and local know-how’s
• Contacts with local communities
• Tables of reading and collective discus-
sions. The reader of the studio (see ref-
erences) will provide an optional base for 
student’s personal research 
• Elaboration of a personal research modus 
operandi

At the start of the second semester (spring 
2024), the students present: 

• A site, a source of materials and a con-
struction technique
• A design-by-research modus operandi 
• A model and two visuals
The second semester will be dedicated to 
• Continuation of the personal research 
• Personal design development
• Midterm presentation to studio guests and 
peer reviews 
• Presentation of the research findings 
• Elaboration of the final proposal / final 
intervention
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Johan Nielsen is an architect working and 
living in Brussels. He obtained his PhD 
which focussed on remote practices and its 
insights on architectural design processes. 
He is also involved in private practice as 
director of Manger Nielsen Architects (MNA), 
currently developing several mid-scale pub-
lic projects in Brussels.  
 
Johannes Berry is in architect based in 
Brussels. He is PhD candidate at the KU Leu-
ven, with his research focusing on the cur-
rent relevance of the act of construction 
as expression in architecture. In 2016 he 
founded the architectural practice sugiber-
ry with Mayu Takasugi, working on projects 
ranging from furniture and scenographies, to 
private houses and public projects, in Bel-
gium and abroad. In 2018 he founded the mag-
azine Gallery Magazine with Jonathan Robert 
Maj, focusing on the expression of a select-
ed architect in the form of a magazine. 

The studio is held in the framework of the 
research group architecture In practice 
(https://architectureinpractice.eu) and the 
research group Urban Projects, Collective 
Spaces and Local Identities (http://www.col-
lectivespaces-kuleuven.be).
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