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challenges. With Offset House, they partially strip the 
exterior materials to expose the house’s frame and 
convert enclosed interior spaces into light- and air-
filled verandas, in the process reducing the size of the 
structure and its energy and resource consumption. 
All(zone)’s Light House: The Art of Living Lightly 
similarly suggests a rethinking of residential space. 
The proposal by the Bangkok studio is a clever answer 
to a shortage of affordable housing in tropical climates. 
A prefabricated lightweight “micro-dwelling”—an  
11 ½-square-meter temporary structure made from a 
polyethylene-coated metal frame and nylon netting—
it can be erected within existing structures such as 
abandoned parking garages and unfinished high-rise 
building projects abandoned mid-construction. 

Outside the Chicago Cultural Center, a number of 
Biennial projects demand more profound and wide-

reaching acts of reconsideration. Somewhere between 
an elementary school musical and a Bread and 
Puppet protest, the playful DIY aesthetic of Andrés 
Jaque and the Office for Political Innovation’s 
performance Superpowers of Ten belies the significance 
of its message. Using the classic Charles and Ray 
Eames film Powers of Ten (which was incidentally also 
produced in 1977 and set in Chicago) as a starting 
point, the performance stretches the notion of mag-
nification central to the film to ultimately expose the 
racism and violence underpinning modern design and 
technology. 

For several years, Chicago artist and architect Amanda 
Williams, a self-described “female Gordon Matta-Clark 
parading around as a Black Josef Albers,” has painted the 
exterior of abandoned houses in Chicago’s South Side 
with a palette of “culturally-derived colors”—Ultrasheen 
Grease blue, Flamin’ Red Hots red, Pink Oil Moisturizer—
to draw attention to urban inequality, focusing on the 
connection between property value, access to resources, 
and race. 

IN 1977 IN CHICAGO a symposium entitled “The State 
of the Art of Architecture” invited a group of architects 
to take stock of the field without the encumbrance of 
an overarching theme. There was plenty to talk about  
in a city long under the thrall of Miesian modernism: 
the event came at a moment in which new architectural 
attitudes were at last jelling under the banner of 
postmodernism, a development that had been fer-
menting for twenty-odd years. 

Organized by Stanley Tigerman under the aegis of 
the Graham Foundation, the symposium’s panelists 
included Richard Meier, Peter Eisenman, Frank Gehry, 
Robert Stern, Michael Graves, and James Stirling, 
among others—in short, several of the late twentieth 
century’s most influential architects. Focusing on 
the formal qualities of architecture, they debated 
whether buildings in the late 1970s should extend 
the modern aesthetic or embrace ambiguity and 
popular vernaculars. As Tigerman has since pointed 
out, despite the symposium’s open agenda, it had 
its limitations—it was an all-white, all-male panel of 
architects addressing a forum of peers. 

Almost forty years later, the inaugural Chicago 
Architecture Biennial has borrowed the title of the 
1977 symposium only to open wide the conversation 
by welcoming a plurality of voices and challenging 
participants to reframe architecture as a social practice 
and architectural research as a means of exploring 
how we live. While none of this will be particularly 

remarkable to those in the field, it will be enlightening 
to many visitors to the three-month long public event 
being held at a variety of venues throughout the city—
and which welcomed more than thirty thousand over 
its opening weekend. Those expecting a collection of 
models and plans will be surprised by the range of 
mediums on display: of the more than one hundred 
projects included in the Biennial’s core exhibition, 
which fills the Chicago Cultural Center, traditional 
modes of architectural representation are far out-
numbered by works of paper architecture, videos, full-
size prototypes, and conceptual installations—not to 
mention the lectures, film screenings, performances, 
and other programming offered by the Biennial. 
This inclusive definition of architecture not only 
accommodates work that goes far beyond formal 
quibbling, but also gives visitors easy entry points 
before expanding their conceptions of the field. To wit, 
among the most engaging projects in the Biennial are 
those that ask us to reconsider the familiar—including 
our most basic ideas of what architecture is, such as  
our own homes—in new ways. 

With his Architecture is Everywhere installation, Jap-
anese architect Sou Fujimoto employs a simple gesture 
to prompt such a shift in perspective: it consists of a large 
number of objects—a handful of potato chips, ping pong 
balls, steel wool, a sponge—presented as works of 
architecture with the addition of tiny scale figures, the 
kind that usually populate balsa wood models. Depending 
on what you bring to it, the series can be a satirical 
comment on contemporary starchi tecture, in which 
napkin sketches win competitions; inspiration for new 
forms and materials; or a playful take down of the field. 
Installed on the third floor, the series should almost greet 
visitors at the entrance to recalibrate expectations and 
nip any “but is it archi tecture?” questions in the bud (as 
with art, asking whether a work is compelling or 
successful is always more interesting than determining 
whether or not it is indeed architecture). 

Sydney-based Grace Mortlock and David Neustein, 
the duo behind otherothers, which focuses on cura-
torial and research initiatives, ask us to reconsider 
the suburban home by recasting its timber frame as 
“modernism’s most successful and longest-running 
project” and offering it as a solution to contemporary 
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Revitalization through reevaluation is at  
the heart of the Stony Island Arts Bank, an 
adaptive reuse project whose launch was one 
of the Biennial’s most anticipated events.  
The fourth site realized by the Rebuild 
Foundation, which previously con verted aban-
doned build ings in underinvested neighbor-
hoods into a library, an archive, and a cinema 
dedicated to the black experience, the Arts 
Bank transformed a crumb ling and water-
damaged 1923 bank building into a com-
munity arts center. Spearheaded by artist and 
urban planner Theaster Gates, the center will 
focus on culture-based community re vitaliza-
tion and exchange rather than econo mic  
de velopment. “There has to be another upside 
that isn’t economics,” Gates says. “We led 
with poetry.” 

Taking 
Stock In 
Chicago

By JENNY FLORENCE

Sou Fujimoto transforms 
unlikely objects—a 

pile of staples, a stack 
of matchbooks, ping 

pong balls, a handful of 
potato chips—into scale 
models in Architecture is 

Everywhere.

All(zone) proposes 
lightweight prefabricated 

“micro-dwellings” as 
affordable living spaces 

in warm climates. 

In their performance Superpowers 
of Ten, Andrés Jaque and the Office 
for Political Innovation use papier-
mâché props to reinterpret the 
classic Eames film, Powers of Ten. 

Abandoned houses are painted in 
Day-Glo hues with coded meaning 
by Amanda Williams, a self-
described “female Gordon Matta-
Clark parading around as a Black 
Josef Albers.” 

Otherothers offsets the exterior 
shell of suburban houses to 
reveal the timber frame beneath, 
admitting light and air, and reducing 
resource consumption.
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