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Alter Editorial 

Alter is an architectural periodical pursuing 
the qualities of change amidst the built 
environment. Our mission is to improve 
the quality of life in the city, inspiring 
debate, disseminating knowledge, exploring 
contemporary conditions, and encouraging 
change through discourse. Alter is interested 
in the evolution of place through use. ‘Place’ 
encompasses cities, spaces within them, 
buildings and landscapes. Alter works with all 
communities and is firmly focused on cultural 
diversity. Alter looks to celebrate excellence 
through design and creation, with an interest 
in the craft and quality of the architectural 
environmental landscape. Alter endeavours to 
make the discipline of architecture accessible 
and instigate patterns of change with in the 
context of the everyday.
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Both of us are interested in collaborative 
practice and how this fits into notions of 
utopia. Charlotte is an artist, researcher 
and a teacher.  Amy is a practising 
architect and independent researcher. 
Charlotte’s work lies at the intersection 
between philosophy and art, and focussed 
on how images, processes and thoughts 
interrelate.  Amy's research examines the 
relationship between the fictional worlds 
we construct influence and the world we 
inhabit. We worked together on a series of 
workshops culminating in an installation, 
to prompt the consideration of utopia 
through collaborative practice.

A:  Builders tea?
C:  Please, milk, no sugar. Now, what  
 were we saying?
A:  Hmm, 
C:  Ok
A:  So I suppose we should start with  
 an introduction, an invitation   
 maybe?
C:  Let's talk it through, is it recording?
A:  Yes, we can transcribe it later, dig  
 out the right references, insert the  
 images.
C:  So it started with the    
 Utopographies conference, the  
 second one, hosted by    
 The Department of Things   
 to Come. They wanted to make use  
 of a space they had at Chelsea  
 School of Art, to remake it in some  
 way. 
A:  So, I suppose it really started   
 with the invitation, to try and   
 develop a proposal, to   
 create something that changed  
 the space, to make a space to   
 enable us to consider utopia.

26th January 2014
There are four centres - Spatial, Social, 
Temporal and Fictional – towards, 
through or from which all questions 

seem to flow. These act as muster points, 
starting lines or tethers for questions like: 
What conditions, laws or structures are 
necessary for the production of a utopia, 
or of situations within which utopias 
might be thought, imaged or examined? 
What processes follow from these, and 
what is generated by them, ultimately? 
What is the role of truth and untruth, 
representation, narrative, pretense and 
dream within them? These questions – 
along with their possible answers and 
offshoots - are reconfigured in different 
ways when they bypass or pass through 
the centres (Spatial, Social, Temporal and 
Fictional). They are bent or folded into a 
different shapes, and it is these shapes, 
these unforeseen transfigurations of 
utopian possibility and failure, that will be 
formed at the event through presentation, 
performance and exchange.

C:  I can’t really remember when   
 we decided that we would   
 facilitate workshops, can you?
A:  Early on utopia seemed to become  
 equivocal with collaboration, but  
 not collaboration alone, also   
 working in a non-hierarchical way.  
C:  It was challenging, interrogating  
 what a conference or symposium  
 could or should be.  Reconsidering  
 the format, the impact and the kind  
 of work that people could feasibly  
 produce during a workshop
 [sound of tea slurping].
A:  yeah, exactly
C:  hmm, 
A:  So we sent out an invitation, for  
 the workshops
C:  the first of two, where we 
 [reading aloud]:

“- presented wrapped objects for 
discussion about desire and utility - we 
used these discussions to formulate 
fragments of a text - we pinned up 
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phrases from these texts and read them 
aloud as a chorus - and selected the key 
phrases and translated them into images 
and models”

A:  There was a lot of    
 misunderstanding, and confusion  
 around those wrapped objects; 
C:  What the objects were, why they  
 were, what the process itself was  
 for how it worked. 
A:  No-one knew what the outcome  
 was supposed to be,
C:  That was deeply unsettling, but in  
 a constructive way, 

20th February 2014
Touch me. What am I? (pass me left)
Unwrap me. What do I want? (pass me left)
Question me. What do I mean?

A:  ‘What do I want?’ was the   
 question that really turned   
 the activity into something with  
 utopian intent (1), 
C:  Because the question was talking  
 about ideals, about
A:  future
C:  and...
A:  desire
C:  hmm
A:  the desire of an object? it started  
 to address, or what role or   
 function an objects might want,  
 yeah.
C:  and that lead us to consider the  
 role and function of participants.
A:  There were objects with   
 ambiguous functions, and we had  
 to try to guess, and it mirrored  
 what the group was thinking about  
 the session, the workshop and 
 about this space we were 
 supposed to be designing, 
 reflecting; 'What is it? What is it 
 for?  What does it suggest?'

C:  The uncertainty was one of   
 the strongest things we produced,  
 uncertainty… without it imploding  
 into stasis, or exploding, into a  
 complete lack of direction. (2)
A:  the workshops weren’t trying to  
 establishing a coherent group, but  
 almost disrupting and dismantling  
 roles, which had previously existed
C:  suspending them somewhere   
 between organisation and   
 disorganisation – dissolving a 
 pre-existing hierarchy.
A:  For me certainly, those, the   
 balance of those two elements,  
 the process and the outcome, kept  
 fighting for prominence. (3)
C:  It was tough to maintain that 
 sense of 
 [sound of tea slurping] 
 exploration rather than design, 
 to try and keep that open to get 
 people to describe what it is 
 they’re hoping for [whispers] 
 utopia! not what they what they 
 think they need to have
 [sound of tea slurping].
A:  By the end of the first workshop,  
 we’d written out what the objects  
 wanted and it became a manifesto,  
 pinned to the wall illuminating  
 dissension.
C:  Then we all read the words on the 
 wall aloud. But you only said the  
 words that you agreed with.  The  
 problem was that when everyone  
 tried to do it, they were out of   
 synch.
A:  Somebody suggested that we all  
 needed to be saying it in time for it  
 to work. 
C:  Before we could do the oratory
A:  yeah 
C:  an exercise which is supposed to  
 show that some of us didn’t agree
 [laughter]
 but we had to all agree.   
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A:  We all started to try to say it 
 together, and this was the point at  
 which you had the pointer and you  
 were conducting …
 [laughter]
C:  Then somebody had to judge   
 which words were the quietest
A:  yeah
C:  and it, we couldn’t get a consensus 
 for that
A:  no
C:  because people had invested in this
A:  and the whole process was flawed, 
 [laughter]
C:  The possibility of failure is not 
 utopian.  It’s a statement that lies in 
 direct opposition to utopian desire.  
 (4)
A:  But it’s the thing that stops a utopia 
 being totalitarian, and there’s 
 still the sense of something new  
 being proposed, combined with the 
 idea that it might fail we keep 
 trying.  
C:  We ended up with the whole room 
 as an installation.  Everything was 
 getting joined on to everything 
 else, with pencils and tape,
A:  One of the words was, 
C:  connect?
A:  or link?
C:  All these connections being 
 constructed around everything, it  
 became this precarious balance,  
 a web that you had to step over, in  
 and around. 
A:  So we sent out a second invitation,  
 using what we had gathered,
C:  And made up packs for the second 
 workshop some had factual writing 
 with measurements
A:  some were poetic quotations 
C:  there were images
A:  all based on the last workshop, but  
 mixed up.

15th March 2014
Dim light filtered as if through gauze, 
patterns of shifting shafts cross the floor. 
I was enmeshed, surrounded by the 
intangible made solid. Contorting to enter, 
step up and over, duck under, bend around, 
stumble and it snaps. The web shimmers 
with my clumsy presence. I reach with 
purpose to mark my point, my place, my 
thought, one among many. Un-ravel this 
connection, tie knots, weave new. Peering 
between the strands, a darting in the 
depths, slippery and shifting.

C:  In the second workshop we divided 
 everyone into groups
A:  each group had a pack and worked  
 to make a model
C:  one group didn’t have any materials 
 and their pack was about connection  
A:  that's right, it was.
C:  They took off their shoes and took 
 out their shoe laces, five people, 
 and tied them all together around 
 the legs of a chair.  They made this 
 web and they were stretching it and 
 pulling it.  In the light from the  
 window it made some beautiful  
 shadows.
A:  They took it off the chair, this 
 net, and they held it between their  
 hands.  It was suspended and it cast 
 a shadow on the white paper on the 
 floor.
C:  hmm,
 [inhales] 
 and there it was, and what was  
 beautiful about it was the moment 
 they all let go,  of course it collapsed 
 and then they put their shoes back  
 on. 
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A:  But...what it exemplified was
 this passage from the utilitarian 
 into the visionary, a vision 
 that was mutually supported,   
 collaborative and co authored that  
 then, transformed back, leaving no  
 trace. 
C:  The a moment where they realised  
 they were going to have to let go.

A:  Its ending was written from the  
 beginning.
C:  That was the beauty of it.
A:  That was one of the key parts  
 of the brief that we’d set ourselves. 
 The exhibition structure was going
 to be installed for two or three 
 days.  It had to be something that 
 transformed the space...

C:  but also acknowledged it’s 
 impermanence, and it all collapsed 
 down into a pile, at the end, ...

A:  into a ball of string that could be 
 reused, It returned back to its 
 potential, just like those shoelaces.  
 (5)

27th March 2014
You hand me the timber, line the template 
up, drill holes, pass on 
you hand me the timber, pass the rope 
through the holes, tie off, pass on 
you hand me the timber, line the template 
up, drill holes, pass on 
you hand me the timber, align with the 
template, draw lines, pass on 
you hand me the timber, insert the screws, 
fix in, move on.
you hand me the rope, tie a knot to the 
timber walk sedately
throw in a high arc 
scale a column 
wrap tightly 
thread between 

loop over
tie off, cut ends, stand back, and tie 
another knot.

C:  We realised the first thing we 
 needed was a supporting structure, 
 so we looked at screwing these 
 battens into the walls which could 
 then have rope threaded through, 
 so we could tie other ropes onto it. 
A:  A series of tasks needed to be  
 done 
C:  yeah,
A:  Each action was so simple and 
 repetitive, people drifted from one
 to the other through the day
C:  groups formed and dispersed
A:  It was a very involving process:  
 a rolling process of problem 
 solving, of making something, one 
 small move at a time.  
C:  There were some real conflicts 
 about how the threads should  
 be tied across the space.  
 One group of people were quite 
 keen that there should be some 
 that you had to step over, that 
 you should be forced to be aware 
 of the alteration to the space.  
A:  There was another group who 
 were very practical, who were 
 saying, ‘No, no... we’ve got to 
 create a space where twenty 
 people can come and sit and listen 
 to a presentation.’ 
C:  It was a kind of negotiation 
 between those positions
 but….
 I don’t think that decision was 
 made.
A:  There were just different areas of 
 the room where people 
 implemented the thing they 
 thought should be done. (6)
C:  Returning to a section I had   
 worked on, and finding it had been  
 altered was surprising
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A:  This echoed the first workshop; 
 we appeared to be operating as
 a group in consensus, but 
 were actually engaged in a series 
 of confrontations and negotiations,
C:  modelling and remodelling
 dissent was present and visible (7)

29th March 2014
More people came and tied ropes and 
string to the walls to make a net. They tied 
it and wove it so that it crossed and  
re-crossed the space in irregular patterns. 
A line, curves down and around to a 
fragile platform made of edges. Beyond 
the lines touch down to the surface, create 
a cave, a bunker, the floor scrawled with 
chalk. It is insubstantial, formed only by 
intention, made solid by the role it plays. 
Into the narrowing space the web grows 
denser, hung with flickering images, 
banners to an imagined past.
This lattice was removed from its support, 
the tethers cut. It collapsed gradually into 
a heap of slack lines, wrapped around one 
another and tangled on the floor.

A:  if the possibility of failure can be 
 inherent within a utopian vision?
C:  it means that it can never be   
 complete
A:  This took us closer to the problem 
 with the idea of utopia, that is it 
 perfect but unchangeable.  
C:  The question we came to was, not 
 how can we design a utopian 
 space, but how to design a space 
 that enables you to think about 
 utopia.
A:  In the end we took it all down. 
 and it was just falling,
C:  I turned to see all that was left, was 
 a pile of string on the floor.
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