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Polemics:

 RC 14 explores the role of Big Data in urban design. Big Data – commonly 
defined as the possibility to aggregate and mine large datasets by employing com-
puters – is often understood as a series of abstract techniques without spatial or 
visual qualities. RC 14 challenges this perception by developing an applied research 
agenda in which the capabilities provided by ever-more powerful computation to 
mine data are utilised to question the role of urban design in the light of ever-thin-
ning distinction between man-made and natural environments.

 The use of computational tools in design is aimed at including in design 
conversation important elements of urban spaces and life which are either invisible 
or have been peripheral in the making of urban spaces. Environmental factors are 
strong elements in design which need to be integrated. We do in fact live in the age 
the Anthropocene, the recently discovered geological stratum resulting from the 
overwhelming influence of human actions on the earth and its biosphere. In this 
scenario environmental phenomena such as global warming can no longer be seen 
as simply ‘natural’ but rather produced by human actions tempering with climatic 
factors. Previous stable, ‘reductionist’ binaries such as natural/artificial or subject/
object melt away and, similarly, linear causality gives way to a more complex, fluid, 
open, incomplete, embracing way to account for the transformations of the urban 
environment.

 The consequences of these observations for urban design can be profound: 
received notions of type, programme, site, representation, and finally human inhab-
itation will have such urban environments all need questioning. Within the cluster 
students were asked to map existing conditions as dynamic, volumetric flows in 
constant transformation operating at varying scales: by computing large amounts 
of data they not only produce maps to ‘see’ the site of intervention differently, but 
also to co-design it in conjunction with natural, complex forces whose complexity 
far exceeds the power designers have to control them. They simultaneously carry 
out projects at different scales: material prototypes to urban strategies, they move 
from the aerial view of the planner to the direct sensorial experience of the city and 
its dynamics.

 In contrast, architecture composing the urban realm is here understood as 
an instrument: not only for social transformation, but also, literally, as a device able 
to gather compute, visualise, and generate data. This affects all aspects of urban 
space: from morphology, use, and performance. To achieve this, RC14 will start 
from this year an advanced research agenda on a mixture of machine intelligence 
and spatial analytics to design with data. The aim here is to use advanced compu-
tational methods to move beyond the limitations of the visual field, to detect and 
tease out such liminal conditions to explore through design.   

 This year the studio will concentrate on the lower Lea Valley, a complex 
area in transformation situated in the East of London. Within a short distance, 
one of the country’s largest shopping malls, the new UCL East, major architectural 
landmarks, large housing complexes, a vibrant art community – mostly located in 
Hackney Wick – parks are linked together by a series of major urban infrastructures 
making this area a laboratory to study and speculate on issues of post-industrial 
city. 
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Synesthese City. [Yu Ge, Alican Inal, Yanzhong Li]  The project 
aims at rebalancing the relation between urban 
environments and sound. No longer perceived as a problem 
to simply eliminate by erecting structures, buildings and 
public spaces are here composed to control and modulate 
the sonic experience in cities. This is achieved not only by 
distributing buildings and open spaces, but also cladding 
structure through a series of vertical columns. This principle 
known as sonic crystal array allows to gradually diffuse noise 
without deploying sound barriers. 
Physical models exploring different configuration of the 

crystal sonic array. 
Particle simulations were employed since the very beginning 
of the research in order to understand buildings and 
infrastructures from the point of view of sound. 
The team took 420 on-site recording throughout the Queen 
Elisabeth Park which were each digitally analysed to compose 
an acoustic landscape for the whole site. This quickly became 
a tool to not only manipulate the acoustic conditions of 
certain areas, but also to speculate how sounds could have 
been redistributed in the future. 
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