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1 

So Much Nonsense 
 
 
 

These Calligraphisms, as we shall call them, differ from other types of mapping. They started 

life in real time in a 7.5 x 7.5’ Golden Sketchbook (Ordning och Reda, Sweden). Over a period 

of 5 to 6 years whilst teaching as a Visiting Professor in Texas (UTA) attending lecture, event, 

reading or listening. By real time we mean here that there is no advanced planning of the 

sheet-as-canvas, or how and where the information and knowledge will be situated, located, 

mapped and layered.  

 

There is deep precision however in this process. In these drawings, often done with a very 

fine Pilot G Tec-0.3 ceramic-tipped pen, it is a matter of finding a way to visualize the 

information an thereby ‘shape’ it as it emerged from reading or experiencing an event. This 

also meant shaping both inclusion and exclusion. What could not be said was drawn, what 

could not be drawn was ineffable. It all lies within what used to be called the retention of 

learning. How was this turned into knowledge may well be a question immediately asked. 

What cognitive models helped these calligraphisms emerge? Legibility and illegibility also 

play their own part in these drawn events. Eventually, from lectures attended, books read and 

chance debates, these became a way to visualize a discourse, a polemic, a provocation, an 

indifference, a nausea, a diatribe, a course outline or a thesis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Crucial to the effectiveness (or not) of what became cognitive mappings, and visualizing 

learning in this way, is the deployment of these ideas as text and image across the ‘canvas’. 

Unknown material always emerges to ‘sit’ alongside other material. Instantly a new narrative 

can be proposed, unrevealed until juxtaposition of word with drawing, text with diagram 

begins another journey. This unknown material is what has yet to be learnt or spoken; it is 

the idea of knowledge or learning in-waiting. It my never be expressed but lies within. Nothing 

but experience and a level of ignorance makes up the narrative of – at times – nonsense and 

makes those links that emerge from the event. 

 

There is no agenda nor destination, yet in the very transcription and shuffling from mind to 

hand to canvas with agendas merge. Destinations offer themselves to the viewer; interest 

can flag, detail can seduce. One of the intriguing aspects of mapping and deploying 

knowledge as text sees this as a form of ‘prose architecture’. This links to any designed 

moment, where eventually words and space can lock something that should – must - remain 

open. This is both a logical and illogical analysis leading to a condition of locked openness. 

Is this not crucial to the way learning and knowledge can be retained for later use, ready to 

take off in new patterns, newly released? Illegibility or legibility is not so important here as 

floating within the imperfect, ineffable curve of text as space.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Incomprehensibility or the dreaded ‘soft edge’ is not so much determined by the layering as 

how the brain erases and edits as it goes along. Is this the architectural brain in action? Or 

are we mapping someone else’s brain? Is this where the soft edge moves to a harder texture 

which emerges from filtering out the loose, the uncertain, the frivolous even? The drawings 

and maps that emerge erase knowledge and learning as fast as they try to locate new 

thinking. Is this non-sensical? Or should we speak about ‘unthinking’ as much as we might 

consider these calligraphisms precise versions of an ‘unspace’. The works – word-worlds? -

are unseen as fast as they are imagined. The drawing of text is forever thinking through 

architecture. It becomes the architecture of the text with no intention to build anything, but 

‘buildable’ at the same time; demonstrably computed by using someone else’s brain. 

 

 

 

This then is a drawing off and drawing down. So much nonsense? Not quite! These drawings 

rely on a model of knowledge and language that fluctuates continually between fluency, 

redundancy, absence and infancy. Always, but always, they begin in the middle of something 

else. Just as a 7-year old girl demonstrates the fluency of her gymkhana ride on a Post-it, 

little more than 3” square. Memory, direction, required skill and narrative are all contained in 

the instant unthinking precision of this downhill drawing. Uphill writing, downhill drawing, 

thinking deployed as design. Who then speaks of architecture? 
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CALLIGRAPHISMS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Enduring Innocence & Special Stupidity 

 

This began as a real time mapping of a lecture by Keller Easterling in Texas (2007). The 

image of George W Bush had been placed in the centre of an empty page in the notebook. 

There was a hint of the lecture, having read the book called Enduring Innocence (Global 

Architecture and its Political Masquerades (MIT 2007). The chance references and the 

notion of stupidity that she spoke about suddenly collided with this random image. Lines 

and ideas started to take shape as she spoke. In the attempt to fill up the page (but not 

too quickly) words and phrases are put as holding lines for further information. The 

question is obvious: where to put something that is a new line, new thought and does not 

necessarily follow from the last? This is where the page has to be treated as a void, the 

empty canvas as a container space. This is storage.  A line spoken which seems to be 

interesting but cannot be linked to something else already noted is instantly located 

somewhere else on the page. As the lecture proceeds, parts of these arguments return 

and the drawing and mapping is thickened with other links. Graphic play can help, even a 

hint of doodling. Yet this is precise in unknown ways. The work is not nihilistic or illegible. 

The use of capitals against the cursive starts to suggest landscape lines and spaces.  The 

potential illegibility of the hand is always a concern, but only as far as it can be controlled. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 Purism v Constructivism 

 

I had an old copy of the Spectrum Book (1965) Modern Artists on Art picked up in the 

wonderful chain in Texas called Half Price Books. I lived in those shops whenever I was 

not teaching. Edited by Robert L. Herbert it had such delicious texts as Paul Klee on 

Mondern Art, Naum Gabo on The Constructivist Idea in Art, Umberto Boccioni on Futurist 

Sculpture, Kasimir Malevich on Suprematism. It became obvious after reading Purism by 

Le Corbusier and Ozenfant and Gabo that some sort of dialectic play could be created as 

a way to introduce to students and begin a discussion. Could this be achieved by a simple 

central division off which ideas could follows and appear as opposites or answers to each 

other. How much precision does this hold? Presented in a seminar and discussed the bi-

structuring proved useful to assess what were not always obvious oppositions. The 

students developed this method and took it on themselves to make dualities from aspects 

that were not always oppositional. But the ‘method’ allowed for a measure of comparative 

learning. Motivational reasoning could be discussed along with the idea of confirmation 

bias: why do we choose the extracts we choose to remember something we’ve read? How 

do we select these lines? Remembering that this duality of course then sets up this 

opposition without really trying, and invites us to understand what is discussed today over 

Post-truth; the notion of false equivalence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 The Rhetoric of the Image 

 

This began as a re-reading of Roland Barthes’ seminal essay ‘The Rhetoric of the Image’ 

(Image, Music Text  ed Stephen Heath 1987). This set of essays represented a time when 

the structural analysis of narrative emerged from the study of linguistics (and to some 

extent anthropology) into literary theory and eventually into the dissemination through 

Barthes’ Mythologies into the semiotics of of culture (photography, theatre, food, fashion, 

film, music and architecture). There are three Roland Barthes: 1 the linguist, sociologist 

and lexicologist; 2 the literary theorist and semiotician; 3 the post-structuralist (Death of 

the Author). Born in 1915, he was a professor at the College de France until his death in 

1980. I have never forgotten a piece of graffiti scrawled in Les Halles in Paris in 1980 – 

Roulez moins vite, vous pourriez écraser Roland Barthes. In many ways the world is still 

going too fast and crashing into Barthes. Here in this essay, analyzing the signifying 

activity:  an advertisement for plum tomatoes and other Italian produce, tipping out of a 

string bag. Barthes offers the reader and world a vocabulary that has somewhat 

disappeared – but every tern is present in today’s advertising and digital gridlock with viral 

and digital memes just about dictating the dissemination of all image, including architecture 

and the faces-facades-skins of our cities. Denotation, connotation, sign – signifier- 

signified - literal, 2nd and 3rd level, third meaning etc. Over-reading to some is latent 

meaning to others, hidden meanings waiting for a grain of sand to reveal itself. If Barthes 

moves from any work to text, he later escaped from such destination. The question he left 

for all those who wished to read and close culture within a sequence of accessible signs. 

Whatever turns, displaces, shifts, disperses, who slays contemporary myth today? 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

4 The Big Box 

 

The Big Box was a real time mapping of a lecture by Julia Christenson on her book 

published in 2008 by MIT Press called The Big Box; Reuse. A little before the time when 

it became more acceptable to let buildings die this analyzed the issues facing a community 

when such buildings were vacated; the landscape has to shift, the community re-thinks 

their daily life and highways become new containers in the interim. This is the container 

landscape that leaves voids that are re-filled but never quite re-occupied. This is what it 

means to drive around America and hear someone speak of “nothing seems real”. Of 

course everything is real enough, but only as far as you can get in the car and leave. This 

is the new lost history, never documented enough to care. Walmart become a church, 

KMart a gym or courthouse. Are these civic-minded structures and landscapes? The 

mapping began with a cut and past cardboard box. The rest fell into place as she spoke 

about shopping destinations becoming new community destinations. Later at dinner she 

spoke about how she crisscrossed America seeking, identifying and photographing these 

areas of ‘nowhere’ turned somewhere. She even interviewed the people involved. The 

eventual result began with a cut and paste image of a cardboard box and then took off 

from there as she spoke and developed the lecture. Small analytical drawings seemed to 

appear naturally in the top right hand corner as a way to explain cut aways, slices, the 

breaking up of old containers. Quickly the notion of the big box became a series of little 

boxes and included many other moves that architects could carry out on such abandoned 

containers. The future of America or the future of architecture? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

5 The Steven Gerard Circle  

 

Faced with the request to give a lecture called Architecture Degree Zero and wishing to 

delay and defer this process for as long as I could, I came upon the idea of opting for non-

hierarchical contents. I have never wanted to finish a lecture or presentation I have begun 

in the way it is imagined or planned. There is always a hijack of the lecture in some way. 

Methods to resist the lecture and delivering it can take many different forms. Therefore, it 

was obvious that the idea of the radiating circle became the natural unending structure for 

the lecture. There was some connection to the wonderful research carried out by Jessica 

Helfland called Re-Inventing the Wheel. It recalls those circular paint catalogues or 

astrology devices whereby turning the paper or laminated wheels and aligning them leads 

to new interpretations or prophecies. I imagined the same for the lecture. Giving wheels 

out and then asking the audience to turn them and begin wherever the circle fell.  Without 

this aleatory device, the lecture is delivered following some sort of narrative which picks 

up from what is selected. The very nature of all these diverse aspects could of course end 

up as an infinite lecture, There was a specific reason why an image of the Liverpool 

footballer Stephen Gerard was used with cut off corners. Gerard was the one player at the 

time, a little like the Portuguese Luis Figo, who could see a space ahead, lean forward, 

increase his speed and - without others realizing - suddenly surge through a space. For 

some inexplicable reason it seemed to me obvious to connect Stephen Gerard with a 

lecture called Architecture Degree Zero. But I guess you’d have to understand ‘scouse’ 

(Liverpool) humour to get that one! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

6 Sound-Bytes 

 

Which books would you like to read before you die? This is a special one – it began with 

a reading of Allen Shawn’s book Arnold Schoenberg’s Journey. The book appeals for its 

ability to avoid making judgments about Schoenberg’s music or even place him in music 

history in order to track the links across his work. And what links there were! The resultant 

mapping explored and demonstrated the spread of these ideas through the book and 

through Schoenberg’s journey. They allow the viewer to look cross the page/space and 

make their own links. It is always essential to read a work that would normally saturate 

one’s understanding or even ability to follow. To be challenged as one reads and then 

expose that challenge on the page is the intention of this mapping. Naturally it then goes 

across music and painting and the history of Schoenberg within this culture. This is a 

situating map; we slide across Klee, Kandinsky, Eliot, Kafka, Joyce and Beckett. These 

are names that produce spectres, that show a world with and without us. Mix this with 

paradox, difficulty, alienation, contestation, argumentation, irony and inspiration and you 

will get the idea of the adventure Schoenberg was involved in. But like many at the time, 

if we can hint at a recognisable coded form that the work attempts to undermine we can 

see how the new vocabulary proposed around this time has still remained our driving 

language. What are ‘vagrant systematics’ and how are these not reconstructions? I don’t 

know. We can change it or update it digitally, but there is still Stravinsky and Boulez. This 

is a firebird mapping where we put together John Cage with Glenn Gould. We are in the 

land of the serial mapper. The work ultimately is far beyond what can be gained from it. 

But it is not inaccessible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

7 The Selfish Gene 

 

The subject of this calligraphism is not really the million copy international bestseller, 

Richard Dawkins The Selfish Gene. Some works – can we name them? – are so critically 

acclaimed that they remain as influential today as when first published. Instead the 

mapping began trying to tease out the phrase -  The Public Understanding of Architecture. 

In other words, how architecture and some buildings could be located within or alongside 

a similar exposition of evolutionary thought. From a gene’s eye view we go to meme’s eye 

view and consider: is all architecture likely to become about all other architecture? If this 

was not an entertained idea when the Modernists, Post-Modernists and Late-Modernists 

went on the latest nostalgia trip and returned architectural studios to spaces resembling 

naval science drawing offices or aviation college time warps. An evolutionary architecture 

BD (Before Digital) it certainly is now. The public understanding of architecture is alive and 

well, only it is often not one shared by tribal architects themselves. Is this a concern for 

us? How in our AD age (After Digital) do we crystallize those big ideas that are likely to 

shape the way we live just as Dawkins did? Could this be the idea of the selfish meme? 

Did we ever want the rainbow explained or the colours deconstructed? Well, yes we did, 

and architecture far from losing its poetry because of this gains from the mysteries that 

this new science of the digital brings us. This mapping has all sorts of little drawings trying 

to capture the memes that are now unavoidable, the skins that pop out of Pinterest and 

Instagram to become new skins somewhere else in the world, instantaneously. There is 

always talk in the academy that architecture needs a new curriculum to wrench it away 

from its tribal modernist precedents. If so, then in alchemy, astrology, astronomy and 

genetics, in language and virtual reality new architecture is likely to be a remix of the 

exciting worlds available to us, and take us to a new less curmudgeonly (Dawkins’ phrase) 

‘human appetite for wonder’. Imagine a re-write of the unit of information when architecture 

is seen as a replication game, erasing its past to reach the new past. It’s not unthinkable. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8 1900 

 

That was the year that was!  Year degree Zero in a city closest to the realities of the age. 

This was the time when 1900 in Vienna was the future, when the Zeitgeist of the spirit was 

about to become the spirit of this age and last well into the first half of the 20th Century 

with Sigfried Gidion’s Space, Time and Architecture (1941). Here in Vienna, according to 

Peter Watson (The Modern Mind: An Intellectual History of the 20th Century 2002), was 

the start of Quantum Physics, Einstein, evolution with Picasso not so far away. Nihilism 

was both therapeutic and dangerous, Schoenberg’s emancipation of dissonance 

threatened all music for a while and atonality was understood beyond all scales and 

underworlds. Otto Wagner though architects could do nothing wrong and Adolf Loos 

thought architects could do all wrong. Ornament was the crime and misdemeanour that it 

was going to be until we reach Robert Venturi in the 1960s. Gustav Klimt, Munch and 

odysseys into world cultures that would eventually stay at home. Here was Husserl before 

Derrida caught up with it all in the 1960s and Gestalt psychology was going to question 

speculative thinking and phenomenology until it couldn't stop intuition taking over. Deep 

pessimism mixed with a future that Debussy tried to relieve with Impressionism while Petr 

Kroptokin wandered the streets in the real and fictional Vienna. City of cities, city that 

scripted other cities an architecture. And oh, the cafés!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

9 Writing Over Architecture 

 

 Before design thinking and digiphilia turned our environments out faster than architects 

this is nothing like a book review of S. Anderson’s (edited) State of Architecture. Here the 

evidence of reading is mapped out quickly and intensely. One needs to search as if the 

whole of the jigsaw puzzle is present but nothing quite fits until the connections are made. 

It reminds us that at some point in the 20th Century all architecture became about all other 

architecture. Architects coded their catwalk products and forgot to decode. Evidence of 

identity mixed with vectors and envelopes, spatial tropes turned somersaults as the 

environment was thought and re-thought endlessly. Innovation and structural art, setting- 

syntax and synthesis, all jolly vocabulary in the plain modern journey to this foreign land 

of world heritage and hubris. Neologisms flowed like lava, inventioneering was as good an 

Imagineering, now and then became Now and Zen and the cigars were still being smoked 

on those Liufhansa planes out of Delhi international airport into Frankfurt. Eventually, 

language was going to make of us a market identity as we disappeared into our own 

echoes, references, and a silence of signs. Architecture and the art of indifference – 

discuss! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

10 Choose Your Weapons 

 

Architects versus Solicitors – choosing sides! Now this one you have to love, not an inch 

of reality as architects fought lawyers over something that was being called Post-

modernism. Jean-Francois Lyotard, the French philosopher who wrote The Post-Modern 

Condition also wrote this essay called What is Post-Modernism. I think it started life as 

Post-modernism pour les Enfants which sounds a delicious and delirious book. The pen is 

finer here, careful writing left for the interested traveller. It was around this time that 

nostalgia and the rear-view mirror took over architecture and architects proved once again 

that they could abuse thinking from other disciplines and turn out work as superficial or as 

deep as their own language wishes to make it. It was a lonely period, but paper was abused 

to turn out stars for 15 minutes and Campbell Soup can versions of theatres which 

eventually reached as far as Venice Biennale and became the Portoghesi theatre of all 

theatres. Just as Lyotard tried to flush out the pretence and artifice of representation, the 

architects were designing cheeseboards of history, and cocktails like Kant’s Sublime along 

with Nietzsche’s Nihilism Delight were served in Campo Santa Margherita Ligure in 

Duchamps on the corner by the church. Fragmentations, signs or a desperate bid to retain 

the artifice of representation. Choose your weapons, Architects, choose your architects, 

solicitors. And may the market die! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

11 6 Big Ideas & a Spanner 

 

This is a text mapping and organization of a foundation course for architecture, design and 

engineering students.  Some of the maps begin as a matrix, all of them appear to start in 

random manner, even in the middle of something else. But all take on their own way of 

deploying the lines and text in the space. No longer do we talk of writing across the page. 

This time a 4x4 matrix was set up and the task was to create a drawing of the contents of 

the first year introductory course to architecture: 6 Big Ideas and A Spanner. In the US this 

title had to be changed from spanner to a monkey wrench, as the notion of a spanner does 

not translate. Hence the idea of John Lennon’s book “A Spaniard in the Works” would also 

not be understandable as a play on words. When you throw a spanner into the works of 

something you change it, affect it, derail it. It has to de-function to re-function. This is the 

point here in the course. The 6 major ideas, movements of the 20th century –  Modernism 

– Constructvisim – Semantics – Conceptualism – Post-Modernism – Digitalism - are all 

eventually interrupted and questioned by the notion of Dec9nstruction. Deconstruction 

then becomes the spanner in the works. Not so much the Frenchman in the works as the 

‘différance.’’ Différance for derrda both means "difference and deferral of meaning." The 

students all got the point and print out of this and could fold the drawing into a small booklet 

of their own invention. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

12  

Evolvotome 

 

Often the text emerges from reading and the challenge to link across the words, writing 

and other books as a retention strategy. Charles Jencks’ book on Le Corbusier and The 

Continual Revolution in Architecture was what he called an ‘evolvotome’. It always 

intrigued me that our knowledge and learning are always in flux and changes are made as 

we proceed through new learning and experience. Jencks had written a book I thought 

called The Success and Failure of Le Corbusier. Actually in my mind I was always thinking 

to John Berger’s book “The Success and Failure of Picasso.” I felt a similar book should 

have been done on the Swiss-french architect. In fact it was, but under another name: Le 

Corbusier and the Tragic View of Architecture (1973).  We enter books for this reason. 

Reading Jencks one was reading his journey into the exegesis of Le Corbusier, how 

interpretations are made and changed. What had he brought to his writing that he now 

disregarded and why? What new aspects allowed a new interpretation of Le Corbusier to 

take critical flight. Jencks, having studied literature and constantly intrigued (in the early 

days) by structuralisms and the nets they could weave over subjects never did quite take 

the Claude Lévi Strauss turn when he accepted an element of fiction in his book Tristes 

Tropiques. This was this I wanted Jencks to write. I think he got close to it, and this 

mapping was my attempt to bring this journey into a spatial ‘fictional’ mapping of the ideas 

Jencks went through through to legitimize, de-legitimize and re-legitimize his own thoughts 

on the architect. This situated in the light of Jencks becoming the often misunderstood and 

over-accessible critic of something as interesting as Post-Modernism, that is before the 

architects arrived and started to dwell in literary studies. I always thought Charles Jencks 

arrived later by taxi and entered Post-Modernism, thereby missing the richness of its 

ambiguity and Lyotardian rigour and ending up in the missile of architecture as a pizza, or 

piazza d’italia as we might say. Still evolvotome and the notion of Richard Dawkins Selfish 

Gene should be put together. Which meme would win that game and produce another 

compelling and comprehensive analysis of yet another 20th century master and genius? 

Someone well ahead of all followers, clever enough to reinvent themselves and the art of 

architecture over and over again.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

13 de_ 

 

There as a time when you could not get away from the prefix De: deconstruction, 

detournément, de-familiarization, de-contextualism, even de-architecture, the latter a 

volume from James Wines head of SITE responding in the 1980s to the developing 

theories that started to collide with Deconstructed architecture into deferral and 

philosophy.  Wines and SITE’s work (Sculpture in the Environment) was always useful for 

this semantic playfulness and architectural gaming. I never tired of showing the images of 

BEST supermarket and crumbling bricks, sliding entrances and folding corners to students 

in the 1980s. I particularly liked the corner of the Best shopping mall that was a corner cut 

out and when the mall opened the piece of brickwork moved out on tracks to let the 

customers in. Pizza Architecture or what! Their particular notion of the façade with bricks 

tumbling I appropriated for a show in Ravindra Bhavan in New Delhi (1987) called Kham - 

Space and The Act of Space). Here accepted masterpieces of Indian landscape/temples 

photographed beautifully. Thy looked untouchable in their chiaroscuro brilliance. I asked 

the carpenters to saw a sketched cut into the works and leave the cut on the floor. They 

looked askance, then checked: Sahib are you sure? After completing this particle vandal 

act of de-familiarizing, some of the craftsmen who came into the gallery the next day began 

to put the broken pieces back together. They had begun to glue them back. Touched. The 

de-generating rolled onto for a decade before deconstruction was a little understood 

concept that allowed the sort of slash and burn of an architect like Daniel Libeskind, the 

malleable double curves of a Frank Gehry and the emerging exquisite scalar play and 

ashtray architecture of Zaha Hadid. It is worth something retuning to the de-lights of that 

time realizing that much architecture has slipped into standard CAD software architecture 

and needs now deconstructing by 7 year olds using Google Sketch up. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14 Variety 

 

A dictionary, a collection, a compendium stretching our fiction and belief that architects 

really know what they were doing when they thought Postmodernism was an emancipation 

of modern dissonance and Deconstruction could twist the night away. Nothing could be 

further from that other objective, ultimate truth. The totalitarian qualities of modernist 

thought. Really! Are you kidding me! Or the hoax still being played on India? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

15 Maya Angelou 

 

This was super specific, super intense and machine-like. The hand just took its own path 

without thinking what it was writing or doing. Just listening.  I attended a reading by the 

poet Maya Angelou in Arlington, at the University of Texas. When a poet reads or recites 

I always drift into the space that the words offer; nothing holds the words back and I dive 

even deeper. As if to hold to that level of flowing words, I began merely writing as small as 

I could, certain lines that should have meant more than they did. Guilty of the drift, nausea 

and indifference of a partial life sometimes lived with the noonday demon, I always found 

myself elsewhere. The text started to ramble and take this shape. It was readable and 

unreadable at the same time. It wasn’t the difficulty that George Steiner spoke of in his 

seminal book “On Difficulty” on the difficulty of writing poetry after Auschwitz. This was 

reckless. I was writing myself out of the poet’s sense to find another sense. It became 

illegible, a calligraphism that only has form. Blow this up, magnify it and the curved lines 

are evidently illegible. This was not a disrespect to the poet, it was a gesture of constant 

immaturity in the Gombrowiczian sense, it was an indifference to words, life and the 

architecture we could make from just about everything. Could language and words get us 

to that destination required of them. An unrequired space. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

3 

Retention Deficit Disorder 

 

We now know the condition called Retention Deficit Disorder is currently being validated as 

one condition along with other disorders on a spectrum of dis-attention, de-motivation, focus 

and loss of focus amongst children and young adults. For our purpose here we will define it 

as follows: the consistent ability to attend to, receive knowledge with little or no retention and 

absorption. This is a condition I think we can link to the idea of zero history; it is no longer 

restricted to children between the ages 12-18. With the spread of access, internet and online 

excess, Retention Deficit Disorder is starting to re-shape history, learning and pedagogies. 

The retention and focus abilities of certain people are now challenged to such an extent that 

new methods are needed to prompt the transfer of information, learning and knowledge. 

When images are unseen as much as seen today, what chance text and our language? 

 

 

Designers and architects used to rely on drawings as transfers, prescriptive and controlled 

wanderings towards a result not always imagined beforehand. Some still see this useful 

wandering as hard steps from the idle towards the occupied, from the intuitive towards the 

framed. Innovation is generally considered to be slipped in somewhere along the way, jigged 

by relative values and responsibilities, held by the normative and acceptable dogma. Today, 

perhaps due to time, anxiety, software and social media, the way architects think and draw 

is changing; the way designers have been doing it for years might be invading their own map 

with no territory. Post-digital is not easy to explain. Some go as far as claiming not many are 

doing it these days. Thinking whilst drawing, that is. This is fallacious. Oddball drawings 

scratched out by micro-pen, scrawled into smartphone apps and re-jigged can produce the 

departure for new products, designs, buildings, airports. Precision happens in other spaces 

and leaks back into these adventures. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Is this the architectural brain in action? Or has the (post) digital mind and being seen design 

and coding take over all. The Muji micro pen (0.38) or G Tec micro point (0.25) for example 

suggest the need for a new app. Is this not design as a way of thinking space before it is 

cluttered within our minds? In fact, surely we should speak about ‘unthinking’ as much as 

consider these a pre-space or even unspace?  

 

The drawing of text is forever thinking through architecture but being designed by pen, paper, 

smartphone, app, code and social media. Copy, cut and paste, screen capture and away we 

go. Here design thinking moves from accepted formulas to something like this: idea – 

smartphone – espresso – source – drawing – software – code - more espresso – feedback – 

Rhino – code- Grasshopper – scripting - the final espresso with Lumen or other digital imaging 

programmes. Imaging they call it!  So we now design the text, code or the script for 

architecture of the text with no intention to build anything, though this is of course an 

environmental design or collage we might all it, waiting to happen! A drawing off then, and a 

drawing down leading to the ‘new buildable’?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

4 

(De) Construction 

Imagining Callgraphisms the Exhibition 

 

AS1 

Stage by stage numbered process of invention – prototype – 

Design – production – implementation 

Short precise statements alongside vignette images.. 

2 - 4 pages 

 

Assembling C A L L 

Calligraphisms - The Exhibition 

 

 

(playing with IKEA…) AS2 

construction & assembly small line drawings (like ikea) for open source 

2 – 8 pages?? For example 

 

 

PAX



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

16 models 

homo diagrammaticus 

 

Playfully, another matrix 4x4 becomes a summary of the types of shapes, 

landscapes, spatial mapping and syntax that these calligraphisms could take. 

What is a calligraphism? Neither a drawing or a mapping? Why did one connect 

to the other and what did it mean to see one in relation to the other? Always 

juxtaposition, always relational, this was when any drawing, any text, any line, 

any sentence, any idea could be altered by the line before, the space before 

and then the unknown space after. This was what I felt the word relational 

meant. Not in the mathematical sense thought that too. Always in these 

calligraphisms is that step from moving from the middle of one line to the middle 

of the other. Or, as Jean Luc Godard once said about cinema and and it has 

bene said so many times: no beginnings nor ends in cinema. Only middles. 

These drawing are a life of ‘middles’. If I was thinking this into a lecture I wish 

no longer to give, I would now go onto the 5 ways to lock something open. But 

why would we do this? Instead I prefer to think of these calligraphisms similar to 

the children’s game: “Where’s Wally”. All I would say in this, in a architecture of 

line, word and page, in this drift that becomes a life or two, try starting the middle, 

use liminal space more than you think you can, think laterally whenever you see 

a typo or automated text change the meaning of your sms, and then, generously 

lock everything open.  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Freer Speech and Blasted Knowledge 

 

 

Living the disorderly world for so long, nothing matters,  

or that’s how it seems as fools we gather together  

thinking the unstable planet at this moment  

is tricked without lifting a little finger. Freer speech,  

a novel concept, an attractive idea if ever there was one  

in ignorance of the Ancients or the Stoics.  

In ignorance of ignorance, our complicity in the certainty of  

this hubris shows signs of unrelenting hysteria and brevity.  

 

Now just contemplate, if our spirits were free to re-align 

and we could imagine once more not getting caught  

looking the wrong way, then our audiences might just  

take back the space once occupied by the intolerants,  

the plunderers, the imperialists, the colonizers of a  

wounded world about to re-invent the right-angle  

and take us on that journey out of ourselves once more.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

The sort of journey that can still fill a page 

in the eternal sketchbook, only to be wiped clean  

by a flick of the wrist, and some carefully chosen linen  

that would - in another century - make up a linen  

garment of such exquisite cut. There is a name given t 

o all this, a programmatic withdrawal of some rigour.  

But let’s not mistake this for a new fraudulence  

where clarity struggles to maintain its myth. And  

remember: not everyone will be allowed an exit.  

 

There is nothing left but to return to the Count,  

follow the rules on invention, the cult of immaturity.  

Proffer the reasoning that connects the most outrageous  

events, people and cause, dressed down once more 

as that Prejudice Project. Call then on the Lithuanian  

Bishop for calm of quite a different sort,  

the betrayals of innocence, a Manichean splendour.  

Fall back on the Laureate, creatively writing  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

The creative writing that still surprises us with its  

modicum of sense in the nonsense all around.  

Decide whether this is unmistakably part  

Of the canon that is being lost to history.  

If any further doubt remains go for the Armenian,  

the Syrian, the Algerian or then the Portuguese poet  

of many heads. Tackle death with the Romanian and  

if that be the issue, then let’s have no more of  

 

These solutions that will work for our democracy  

If only the wrong people would listen. No, she said,  

I don’t have the sort of information you require, 

I only have that blasted knowledge that’s going  

nowhere and everywhere. Which is how I like it, she added.  

Unnecessary to tell her it’s always been this way, and why,  

we prepare the popcorn in lieu of any teaching  

manuals and just follow the manufacturer’s instructions  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Freer speech and this blasted knowledge creeps  

Into all the crevices we thought deprived of light  

To lose a year matters less when the years are blurred  

and the demagogue has scrambled the new compendium.  

Then is the moment one recognizes the reverse. But the  

country that stands to gain from all this blasted knowledge  

and reversal will easily accept the upholstered nostalgia  

when the courage to be contemporary is no longer denied.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Calligraphisms was an exhibition conceived by Roger Connah 

with Jeyanthi Nadesalingam for IPAC2019 at 

Sushant School of Art and Architecture (Feb-May), Ansal 

University Gurgaon, India. It was designed and implemented  

by Avtar Segal with a team of dedicated students. 

This document is an open-source construction manual to allow any  

school or institute to build their own exhibition.  

The Golden Notebook (YouTube film) by Avtar Segal 

accompanied the exhibition. Acknowledgments are also due  

to Dean Vibhutt Sachdev.  

Calligraphisms ã  Roger Connah 2019 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 


