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GUEST-EDITOR
ABOUT THE

VIOLA AGO

Viola Ago directs the design research practice Miracles Architecture, 
and teaches in the Architecture and Urban Design programme at the 
University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). She was previously 
a Wortham Fellow at Rice School of Architecture in Houston, Texas 
(2019–21), a Yessios Visiting Professor at the Ohio State University 
Knowlton School of Architecture (2018–19), a University Design 
Research Fellow at Exhibit Columbus (2017–19), and a Muschenheim 
Fellow at the Taubman College of Architecture and Urban Planning, 
University of Michigan (2016–17). In 2019, she undertook a 
MacDowell artist’s residency in Peterborough, New Hampshire, and 
a research residency at the Autodesk Technology Center in Boston, 
Massachusetts. She was previously a lead designer in the Advanced 
Technology Team at Morphosis Architects in LA. 

Her written work has been published by Routledge and Park 
Books, as well as in Log, 2, Offramp, The Journal of Architectural 
Education, Texas Architect, The Architect’s Newspaper and Archinect. 
Her design and research work has been exhibited in LA, Boston, 
Houston, New York, San Francisco, Miami, Columbus, Ann Arbor 
and Cincinnati. Through her publications and exhibitions she 
questions the instabilities and uncertainties in architecture. Her 
inquiry into the destabilised and the indeterminate began as an 
aesthetics-oriented investigation; her stand-alone drawings, for 
example, trace a decade-long endeavour in ghostly and emergent 
potentials of architectural form. In tandem with her drawing 
practice, she developed a research trajectory that understands this 
(current) contemporary moment in architecture as one in urgent 
need of alternative forms of thinking and making, due to internal 
(for example, the rigid and conformist residual mandates of high 
Modernism) and external (the need for architects to carefully 
examine their agency in relation to political, economic and social 
conditions of a given site) disciplinary pressures. 

More specifi cally, her design proposals focus on architecture’s 
role in a world conditioned by material (the body) and immaterial 
( the psyche) forms of duress. Her interest in the affective conditions 
of misalignments and slippages in architectural conceptual 
investigations and productions has fuelled her investigations 
towards a design research project that celebrates the aesthetic 
and formal agency of destruction and disorder. Her architectural 
project looks to political theory and the method of phenomenology 
of empathy, and digital technological advancements such as 
real-time physics engines and production methodologies. It is 
through this lens that she formulated the fundamental aspect 

of this 2 issue. 1
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Something needs to be destroyed in order for the 
new to be created. So argues French philosopher 
Catherine Malabou who supports her argument with 
the biological analogy of in utero suicidal cells that die 
so that fi ngers can be created.1 This is not an unpopular 
thought. We have understood and accepted that the 
emergence of the new is viable at the destruction – and 
at times the literal death – of the previous, or the old. 
Alt-Form: Indeterminacy and Disorder is thematically 
invested in revisiting previous trajectories in relation 
to the emergence of new forms so that we can revise 
and then devise alternative ways to respond and 
invent architecturally. More specifi cally, this issue of 
2 is concerned with the different types of destruction 
of and violence against the built environment, the 
collective memory and the body – all extensions of 
architecture, broadly speaking. In an attempt to think 
through alternativism rather than novelty, Alt-Form
seeks projects and research that do not shy away from 
politically, technologically, economically and socially 
charged and woefully distraught sites, but instead 
confront them head-on with sincerity, dedication, care, 
endurance and creativity. 

Previous Trajectories
The trajectory of the Western canon of architecture is 
modelled as a lineage. Chronologically, style eras in the 
fi eld of architecture have been synthesised, documented 
and theorised in a formulaic manner: the new style is 
almost always in response to – or measured against – 
the previous one; the old. In our more recent collective 
memory, one might think of the anti- or post- movements. 
Or perhaps in the popular psyche, one can consider the 
patricidal act as the most explicit manner for the new to 
establish its dominance. A prime example that comes 
to mind is the physical and artistic act of American artist 
Robert Rauschenberg who, in 1953, literally erased an 
original Willem de Kooning pencil drawing in an attempt 
to signify that the birth of the new artistic movement was 
at the expense – or erasure – of the old.

The most analogous example in architecture can be 
described with the Deconstructivists who in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s started to react to their predecessors: the 
Modernists and the Postmodernists. The Deconstructivists 
were working through projects that defi ed the laws of 
physics, confronted wholeness with fi nite libraries of 
elements, challenged geometric truths, and resisted 
conventional typologies and assemblies. For example, 
in his eponymous residence (Gehry Residence, Santa 
Monica, California, 1978, remodelled 1991), the American 
architect Frank Gehry altered his typical single-family 
suburban balloon-frame house by exposing wall studs 
in the kitchen and using industrial materials such as 
construction-grade plywood and corrugated metal as 
fi nish surfaces – in opposition to the white and clean 
aesthetics of the Modernists. The British-Iraqi architect 
Zaha Hadid is another quintessential example. In her Vitra 
Fire Station (Weil am Rhein, Germany, 1993), she used a 
multitude of degrees for positioning walls and ceilings, 
while avoiding the right angle – which was another 
defi ning quality of the High Modernists. This churning 
of old and new through literal destruction or erasure 
spans the creative disciplines of the Western world and 
is currently understood and disseminated as styles that 
belonged to distinct period timelines. 

Viola Ago / Miracles 
Architecture, 
House 1, 
2021 

House 1 pushes the erroneous 
moments of a graphic/form event 
where the graphic blanket that 
originated from a vector line drawing, 
and the formal composition at times 
align and at other times deviate 
to create their own independent 
localised agencies. The pixel drips 
and stretches in this rendering assert 
a faulty aesthetic language that seeks 
an architecture as an event.

Julia Jalowiec, 
I just came here to hang 
out with y’all. Should 
we order a pizza?, 
First Year Exhibition, 
The Lantern, Lenfest 
Center for the Arts, 
New York, 
2021

Jalowiec’s work operates outside the 
bounds of conventional disciplinary 
artistic narratives in two ways: by 
subjectively challenging the formal 
and aesthetic norm of the biological 
body, and by forcing the two distinct 
genres of surface painting and iron 
casting in order to produce other 
visual conditions.

7
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Overcoming Style
Deconstructivism, as described above, inevitably 
became a style, even though its creators claimed that 
they were interested in ideas and, as such, argued 
that its placement in the canon as a style was in a way 
antithetical to its original ambitions. This, too, is not 
a new phenomenon. New architectural ideas do not 
necessarily seek to establish a new style. They do however 
lead to movements; movements gain momentum; and 
momentums lay the groundwork for the establishment 
of style. Similarly, the two primary architectural projects 
that followed – the digital and the neo-Postmodern – also 
inevitably became styles. It could be argued that the early 
digital project (late 1990s to late 2000s) originated as 
an extension of Deconstructivism. Its procedure-based 
methodologies and compositional apparatuses – here one 
thinks of Bernard Tschumi’s Parc De la Villette (Paris, 1982–
98), Daniel Libeskind’s Jewish Museum (Berlin, 1999), 
Peter Eisenman’s series of House drawings (1970s–80s) – 
paved the way to architecturally oriented digital processes 
as computers started to support complex 3D modelling 
environments and animation tools. 

During this time these projects were still guided by 
design ambitions that were not rooted in the digital.2 It 
was not until the end of our current century’s fi rst decade 
and the beginning of its second that the digital project 
incited other complex subgenres such as the surface 
project (or façade), object-oriented ontology, fabrication 
and optimisation, and the computation project which later 
developed its own set of subprojects – ones that were 
primarily informed and driven by mandates discovered 
and developed in the digital world alone. This moment of 
the digital project was defi ned by the fi eld being wholly 
obsessed with novelty and technological advancement. 
The hermetic nature of the digital project however led to 
the subsequent neo-Postmodernist project (neo-PoMo, 
2010s–2018) – and perhaps even the brief but potent 
post-digital one. In so doing, these two projects fell back 
into the conventional strategy of the death of the past; 
the old. To be specifi c, architects of the neo-PoMo realm 
turned towards simplifi ed permutations of colour and 
2D shape illustrations and operations in an attempt to 
erase recognisable digital traces, while those of the post-
digital realm started operating with intentionally banal 
and seemingly poor-resolution digitally rendered visuals 
to counteract the high precision and fi delity afforded by 
advanced digital technology. 

In accepting the risk of reducing complex architectural 
historical scenarios to a few traits, it is important to 
place these shifts into an architectural style diagram 
so that we can collectively best understand our current 
moment – a moment that cannot escape its past either. 
The suggestion here is not to be informed by the vetted 
Western canon, but rather to leave it temporarily aside 
while we as architects, collectively and individually, 
develop new ideas and proposals that can avoid the 
hermetic nature of that canon – one which, with minor 
exceptions of course, developed an architecture that 

was exclusive (and highly subjective), centralised, linear, 
hierarchical and non-porous. The ambition of this purging 
moment in history seeks to encourage an architecture that 
can also host peripheral disciplinary problems as well as 
social, economic and political conditions in much more 
dedicated and real ways, so as to achieve pluralistic and 
intersectional approaches to architecture. 

8
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Alternatives for Novelty or Techno-positivity
Favouring the thought experiment that the new (not the 
novel, but the new as the mere present condition) can 
reach outwardly towards other urgent and previously 
omitted avenues can be incredibly powerful and even 
liberating in a lineage that is predominantly based on 
new architectural conditions emerging in response to its 
predecessor. Furthermore, the political theorist Jairus 
Grove, director of the Hawai‘i Research Center for Future 
Studies at the University of Hawai‘i at Manoa, argues that 
the new – and more specifi cally our present new – does not 
necessarily depend on the destruction of the old. Rather, 
the old, and consequently the things that we are left 
with, destructive as they may be, must be embraced as a 
present condition.3 It is precisely through this embracing of 
aspects of life that seem external to our being in the world, 
that we can fi nd creative potential, rather than defaulting 
to conventional conditioning that has trained us to either 
defl ect or resolve the bad, the negative, the wrong, the 
destructive, the unstable. 

Maya Alam and Daniele Profeta, Casa Zwei, ‘Cloud~ing’, 
College of Architecture and Urban Design, 
Kent State University, Kent, Ohio, 
2018

This rendering presents alternative material capabilities that take cues from digital 
imaging technologies, cultural outtakes of the proliferation of the digital image, as well 
as tectonic affi nities innate to the digital rendering engine. Such complex digital data 
compression destabilises the conventionally understood architectural material as merely 
physically mineral.

Aranda\ Lasch, 
Another Circle, 
Exhibit Columbus, 
Mill Race Park, 
Columbus, Indiana, 
2017

The installation consists of stacks of limestone arranged in 
self-similar but never identical manners. The placements 
and postures of the clusters seem completely random from 
human eye level, while on plan view it becomes clear that it 
has been intentionally composed with organisational logics 
that favour human experience, site, landscape and geometry. 

9
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To be clear, there is no assurance that history will 
not repeat itself; neither should that be the primary 
focus. However, in the space of plurality, architecture 
can transcend the erasure of the past paradigm towards 
an axis of alternatives gained from observations and 
integration of knowledge. In other words, the primary 
ambition is not to seek novelty and advancement. 
Instead, the collective intention must work towards 
transformative alternatives which are based on existing 
problematic, unjust, hermetic and forgotten yet very 
real current forms of life.

During this moment, some emergent architectural 
practices have turned their attention to more aleatory 
affi nities. The seduction of the ruin, unhappy wholes, 
faulty aesthetics and other non-ordered mandates are 
proliferating in the fi eld as our being in the world has 
become indisputably more unstable and uncertain. 

The collective intention 
must work towards 
transformative alternatives 
which are based on existing 
problematic, unjust, hermetic 
and forgotten yet very real 
current forms of life

10
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Viola Ago / Miracles Architecture, 
House 3, 
2021 

above: From a series of speculative house designs, 
this drawing of the house as a graphic blanket uses 
algorithmic processes and consists of parallel lines 
with varying densities parcelled out in a top-view 
composition in an attempt to create dynamic 
and unexpected relationships between the 
parcel outlines (in magenta) and the line clusters 
(in green). The drawing is then rasterised and 
used as a graphic shrink-wrap. 

Heather Roberge, En Pointe, SCI-
Arc Gallery, Southern California 
Institute ofArchitecture, 
Los Angeles, California, 
2015

left: The column-like units in the installation lean 
and support one another precariously in an upright 
organisational composition, while the formal 
attributes of the individual parts suggest a bend – 
an action that almost challenges the overall upright 
stance. This compositional strategy is a refreshing 
alternative to formal arrangements that are rooted 
in the orderly and the rigid. 

Forces of Disruption
In the search for alternative formalisms, the work of my 
design research practice Miracles Architecture has been 
building on project proposals conceived through material 
methodologies and digital engines to develop forms and 
graphics in states of duress or to aggregate collections of 
objects into casual, loose and intentionally misoriented 
compositions. More specifi cally, this work attempts to 
integrate violence as a central force in creative disciplines 
and surface as a supporter of visual phenomena. For 
example, some of the earlier design research work 
(MADTBIM, 2017; Poppy Red, 2018; So Graphic!, 2019) 
was based on surface articulations rooted in commercial 
and, by extension, capitalist-centric practices: sign 
printing, backlighting, plastic coatings, graphic wrapping/
shrinking, image mapping, electronic sensorial systems, 
etc. The studies produced for these projects explore 
forceful and aggressive events between 2D graphics and 
corresponding 3D forms. 

11
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In his 1961 book The Wretched of the Earth, in the 
chapter on violence, the psychiatrist and political 
philosopher Frantz Fanon sketches an immersive parallel 
between the coloniser and the colonised. Simply put, 
he describes the coloniser’s imposed value system as 
violence and the response of the colonised as aggression.4

This weighs heavy, that a destructive atmosphere – a 
complex network of multi-axis diagrams between violence 
and aggression – is inherent in not only our contemporary 
being, but persistently through most of modern life. In 
our context, the  Western creatives of the second half 
of the 20th century missed this, perhaps due to the 
institutionalised nature of knowledge production and 
dissemination. 

The violence–aggression axis offers a captivating 
potential for an architecture in need of a shake-up. The 
work of Miracles Architecture further builds on this 
thinking by constructing architectural sequences using 
digital simulation platforms that afford our fi eld design 
and creative agency that is not merely visual, but also 
haptic, gestural, spatial and, by extension, political. More 
specifi cally, confl ating the laws of physics (for example 
the behaviour of shrink-wrapping a graphic blanket 
on a volumetric aggregation), affective experiences of 
natural behaviours (such as the tears and stretches of a 
digital image) and attributes in a network of things (or in 
other words, the relation between self-similar parts in a 
massing study) can productively engage our perceptual 
apparatuses in ways that extend past the traditional 
narratives of architectural thinking and making towards 
truer forms of engagement with the world. 

Viola Ago / Miracles Architecture, 
House 2, 
2021

The tectonic articulation in this project breaks rules based on visual 
dynamics that emerge from the visual conditions of the graphic/form 
event rather than preset or standardised rules. The structural members, 
skin panels, furniture, graphic lines, etc, are all loosely composed in 
response to the author’s sensibilities and perceptual mechanisms. 

Viola Ago / Miracles 
Architecture, 
House 3, 
2021

This drawing consists of fi ve 
layers of information that include 
representation, fabrication, illustration, 
geometry information and other 
undefi ned categories. The drawing 
imagines near-fi gural aesthetic 
possibilities by appropriating 
information that is strictly used for 
production phases in architecture. 
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