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karin berggren and alberto altés arlandis

from berlin to the polar circle:
a conversation with axel timm and 
francesco apuzzo from raumlabor

raumlabor, or ‘space laboratory’, is a collective of 8 trained architects based in 
Berlin (Germany), that work in the intersection of architecture, city planning, art 
and urban intervention. They have been exploring alternative and playful modes 
of architectural production since 1999 when they started working together, usually 
proposing temporary projects that transform the urban landscape through what 
they call ‘urban prototypes’. Their works include the temporary transformation of 
the metro station Eichbaum (Essen/Mülheim, Germany) into an opera house, the 
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temporary Officina Roma entirely built 
out of trash for the RE-cycle exhibition 
at the MAXXI museum, and the mobile 
building laboratory ‘The Generator’ that 
welcomes the public to interact around 
the construction of modular furniture.

During the autumn semester of the 
2011-2012 academic year, we invited 
Axel and Francesco from raumlabor 
to come to the Laboratory of Imme-
diate Architectural Intervention for a 
week to develop a collaborative work-
shop aimed at designing and building 
“something” that could be placed in 
public space as an intervention.

KB+AA: Hej Axel, Hej Francesco! We 
were very happy to have you with us 
at UMA last year and we are now very 
glad to be able to have this ‘conver-
sation’ with you. As you know, your 
participation had quite a number of 
‘effects’ and it has afforded us many 
productive discussions with our stu-
dents. (We are already planning a strat-
egy to make you come again to the po-
lar circle soon, maybe by moving the 
invitation to the spring when everything 
flowers in Sweden… ) But our aim here 
is to share some of the reflections, 
thoughts and discussions inspired by 
your visit and its products with you, 
in order to keep them alive and evolv-
ing. We believe that this conversation 
can be interesting for our research and 

teaching within the Laboratory of Im-
mediate Architectural Intervention, but 
also in a much broader sense, as a re-
flection on the ways in which we (can) 
participate in the making of our cities 
and the world.

On the one hand we are interested in 
talking to you as raumlabor and explor-
ing the approaches that you as a group 
or network (or as you say a ‘collective 
of architects’) have been rehearsing in 
different places for a number of years 
now; but on the other hand we are also 
very interested in talking to you as Axel 
and Francesco, (this was one of the 
reasons why we invited you in the first 
place to come to Umeå School of Ar-
chitecture). We mean that we think you 
have a particular way of understand-
ing what an intervention in the city can 
be and also a particular way of work-
ing, which does not meet some kind of 
global idea or internal policy of ‘raum-
labor’, but follows your desires, intui-
tions and feelings, as much as the pref-
erence you two have to work together.

In the raumlabor webpage, you de-
scribe your work as ”deeply rooted in 
the local condition”, what were your 
initial reactions to our proposal to invite 
you to construct/perform an interven-
tion in a place like Umeå, an environ-
ment in the far north to which you had 
no prior connection? 

FA: To work in cities that are different 
to the central European in terms of cul-
ture, social conditions and geographic 
environment for us always implicate an 
improvement to our methods. We often 
don’t plan a lot beforehand but react 
on site to the specific situation. 

AT: Our approach to the workshop with 
students in Umeå was to collectively 
create a tool for the students to find out 
more about the local conditions.

KB+AA: Normally your work is based 
on your own ideas and intuitions, what 
were your feelings towards coming to 
Umeå with a sort of pre-designed ‘as-
signment’ through which we were ask-
ing you to allow the ideas to emerge 
collectively during the workshop with 
the students, and already setting the 
condition of having some kind of ‘built’ 
outcome that had to be completed 
within the week?

AT: A collective approach is very com-
mon to us in our studio work as well as 
in several participatory projects outside 
our studio. We have also been working 
in educational environments, teaching 
and setting workshops with students.

FA: The most intense moments in these 
kind of activities are when, after hours 
of discussion and tries, accompanied 
by uncertainties, at one point an idea 

comes up with the feeling that it has to 
be the path to follow during the remain-
ing time, joining the energies to come 
to tangible results at the end. The time 
is for sure a parameter with a strong 
influence on the process. 

KB+AA: What was your experience of 
working in this particular collaboration, 
close together with the students of the 
LiAi, and how did you see your own 
role in this collaboration?

AT: Sometimes, and particularly in the 
workshop with the LiAi, there is a bit 
of a pressure to create outcomes in a 
quite short period of time. When trying 
to achieve something collectively it can 
happen that discussions and designs 
go back and forth for a long time until 
decisions are made on themes, pro-
cesses and forms, but after some days 
there is still no ‘materialization’. With 
the students of LiAi it happened to be 
in a way that with the impact of every-
body in the group, a satisfying projec-
tion of the collective process was quite 
quickly achieved, and we could start 
with the production right away…

FA: Approaching a workshop, as a pro-
cess of collaboration, it is not so easy 
to be just a teacher, especially acting in 
a catalytic way, not allowing your own 
imagination to overcome that of the 
students. At the LiAi this worked really 
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well, the students were autonomous 
and dedicated.

KB+AA: LiAi stands for “Laboratory of 
Immediate Architectural Intervention”, 
and one of the main tasks of the labo-
ratory is to explore the possible mean-
ings of terms like ‘Intervention’, and 
even ‘Architecture’; to reflect around 
what an ‘intervention’ is and what an 
‘architectural intervention’ can be. 
How do you see these words and what 
do they mean to you?

AT: The expression ‘intervention’ and 
‘architectural intervention’ is very fuzzy, 
as you can even call the construction 
of real estate an intervention. When we 

were still studying at TU Berlin, Oren 
Lieberman, our teacher at that time, in-
vented the term ‘impenditure’. None of 
the students could really tell what that 
meant but there was some relation to 
it. So maybe that is what I think ‘inter-
vention’ means to me; something that 
you install, that you ‘give in’ to a spatial 
and social situation in order to observe 
the change…

FA: The common use of the word in-
tervention, referring to medical, military 
or political issues, is related to an op-
eration of a limited duration, performed 
with the aim to solve an urgent prob-
lem. An architectural intervention can 
maybe not solve problems in a short 

time, but it can help to make phenome-
na visible in a social space, to question 
habits and prejudice and bring people 
together in different ways.  

KB+AA: What parameters do you use 
to assess and judge the “success” of 
your interventions, and what do you 
consider to be the key elements in con-
structing a successful intervention?

AT: Hmm, this is a really difficult ques-
tion to answer in general. I can just say 
that there have been interventions of 
ours where there was an exchange and 
interaction happening, between peo-
ple that I had not expected to come 
together, and discussing topics that (I 

think) they usually do not even think 
of. So that would be a success for me. 
From what I know of the life of the ‘fly-
ttblock’, I judge it as successful that 
the students continued experimenting 
with it and really used it as a tool for 
exploring the public space in Umeå.

FA: Involving the local actors, consid-
ering them to be the real experts, is of-
ten a fundamental point for us. If some-
thing, not only physically, remains with 
the people after we leave, we have the 
sense of a bit of success.

KB+AA: You often stress the impor-
tance of providing ‘open’ and ‘collec-
tive’ spaces for social interaction. In 
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the description of one of your interven-
tions involving public furniture you talk 
about ‘built-in interaction’, do you see 
your task as architects as limited to the 
making of the physical space in which 
interaction can take place, or are there 
also other possibilities of inducing or 
generating discussions or interactions 
through architectural intervention? Is 
it enough to produce the space/tools 
necessary for interaction, or is some-
thing else needed? And what do you 
mean by ‘interaction’ exactly? 

AT: In our GENERATOR projects we de-
fined (workshop) space/tools as hard-

ware and the design ideas/proposals 
as software that can be implemented 
depending on task/environment/con-
straints, and that is also flexible for de-
velopment. But the experience shows 
that the ‘performance’ is also crucial. 
Within this performance there is com-
munication, and negotiation on spatial 
and other questions is triggered.
 
FA: For the project “crossing path su-
perbench” in Milan we just installed a 
large amount of typical public bench-
es with an untypical colour in a ‘walk 
through’ urban green area. In this case 
we were not present on site with a 

building workshop; the interaction be-
tween people was generated as a re-
action to the surprising and somehow 
dysfunctional configuration of normal 
benches at this site, without special 
qualities but still really present in their 
everyday routine.

Our building workshops, based on the 
construction of furniture on the street, 
together with locals who just drop by 
as well as other participants that spe-
cifically come to join the experience, 
are intended as a vehicle. Moments of 
interaction on a first level, due to the 
physical work on an object, are fol-

lowed by interaction in terms of com-
munication, and consequently the cre-
ation of relationships.

KB+AA: Regarding this communication 
that you aim to ‘provoke’ or induce; if 
we look at your project “The Crunch”, 
which is a temporary public ‘building’ 
made of thrown-away every-day ob-
jects such as furniture and household 
appliances, you say that it provides a 
“forum for conflicts and discussions”. 
How do you see the nature of these 
‘conflicts and discussions’, and how 
do they emerge besides being given a 
physical space?



intravention, durations, eff ectsfrom berlin to the polar circle: a conversation with raumlabor - karin berggren and alberto altés

55

 AT: To take “the crunch” as an exam-
ple one can say that there is also the 
performative aspect (the sound in-
stallation) part of the project and the 
strong image of the everyday - thrown 
away as a wave rolling towards you. In 
most of our work we experience that 
the provided space and design is not 
enough for initiating a process of de-
velopment. 

The ‘oak tree opera’ project seems to 
me like a good example with both a 
spatial intervention and the construc-
tion of the social space within it over a 
longer period of time. So depending on 
the ‘found’ and the way of interaction 
and interweaving with users, local in-

stitutions, the implementation of a va-
riety of scenarios and program is very 
often crucial as well. 

FA: Some of our projects in the public 
space begin by introducing a moment 
of surprise and/or perturbation. For 
the project “white spots” we worked 
in a residential area of Munich nearby 
a prison where we literally occupied 
parking lots with thirty-three cars of the 
same colour, just through legal parking 
with a special fl oating choreography. 
Starting with an initial irritation, this ac-
tion created a situation of confl ict and 
the consciousness about the everyday 
presence of cars in the public space of 
a street.   

KB+AA: How do you see the role of this 
creation of spaces and opportunities 
for social interaction, in the process of 
city transformation? Somewhere you 
have expressed your opposition to 
utopian ideas and a lack of interest in 
addressing the big questions regarding 
the city, but aren’t you aiming at hav-
ing a certain impact in the city when 
you intervene and initiate or steer the 
processes you engage with? Don’t you 
believe that another, diff erent and bet-
ter city is possible?

AT: Actually there isn’t a lack of interest 
neither in addressing the big questions 
nor to utopian ideas. And we strongly 
believe that a better city is possible. 

(We wouldn´t work on that if not) We 
just do not believe that the better fu-
ture is only connected to technologi-
cal progress. That raises the question 
(C.Price) “if technology is the answer, 
what was the question?” Many of the 
utopian projects of the past are con-
nected to technological innovation in 
the near or far away future. So if we say 
“bye bye utopia” there is a criticism of 
the belief that technology can solve our 
problems but also a refl ection on the 
loss of utopias…    

FA: In order to make our cities better 
it is necessary for citizens to begin to 
experience the space outside their pri-
vate space as their own, which means 
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that local energies and desires should 
play a role in the transformation of the 
environments. 

Often, the top-down measures of em-
bellishment that municipalities install 
in the public space of problematic 
neighbourhoods become subject to 
vandalism. I don’t remember that any 
of our interventions built together with 
local residents in similar situations was 
ever vandalised. What we experience 
on this scale could be a model for pro-
cesses on a larger scale.

KB+AA:  Your work is known as play-
ful and generous; you create a good 
atmosphere and make people smile. 
You refer to your work as a ‘game’ of 
instant urbanism, but how do you think 
of ‘time’ beyond that instant, of what 
can be done with the momentum gen-
erated by a party or the playful atmos-
phere of an event that entertains? Why 
do you choose these strategies, and 
how do you turn these innocent and 
harmless events into powerful trans-
formative interventions that last and 
resonate? 

Do you ever find it problematic to man-
age the balance between intervention 
and party, engaging and entertaining? 

FA: I don’t think we do it according to 
a chosen strategy, it depends strongly 
on our own personalities. When we 
work in a playful way we do it being 
really serious, like children when they 
play. 

AT: It makes it much easier to address 
and interest people if we play the game 
joyfully and generously. In many cases 
it lowers the threshold for a variety of 
people to become part of a process. 
But it can also become a problem as 
there is sometimes a perception of 
non-seriousness or lack of content, as 
if something playful cannot also be se-
rious…  

The same applies to instant/temporary 
and longer term/evolutionary and to 
bottom-up and top-down. For me there 
is not a contradiction in working with 
both and all the in-betweens. Actually 
we try to stress the idea of combining 
the top-down planning approach with 
immediate interventionist action. That 
way experimental instant action can 
enrich a longer term planning process.

KB+AA:  Yes, we wanted to ask you 
precisely about this relation between 
short term and long term activism; you 

label your work ‘instant urbanism’, just 
like we at the LiAi have chosen to use 
the term ‘immediate architectural inter-
vention’, what are according to you the 
main qualities in these ideas of imme-
diacy and instancy?

AT: The ‘immediate’ is a quality in itself 
for me; you have to take a risk, expose 
yourself and your ideas and get direct 
responses to that. That way a direct 
communication on the matters can be 
implanted and developed.

FA: Planning and building architecture 
goes hand in hand with a tedious and 
obscure process for everyone who is 
not professionally involved in it. For in-
stance, for all the people that will later 
live in an environment conceived from 
the outside, a process often strongly 
determined by economical parameters. 

With our projects we propose a direct 
and intimate approach to the object 
in the public space, to architecture, 
through concrete activities. Our aim is 
that people reclaim the public space, 
trusting in it and activating imagination 
and perspective for a social life be-
sides the restrictive rules and habits of 
a commercially oriented society.

KB+AA:  At the LiAi we are reflecting 
on how our actions can help ‘create 
community’. You often mention that 
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you want to encourage alternative and 
unexpected use of public space, and 
that you aim to involve citizens in the 
transformation of the urban environ-
ment. Do you see it as your main task 
to raise questions and encourage re-
flection, or do you also aim to produce 
certain effects, to push development in 
a specific direction?

FA: Coming as we do from the outside, 
you immediately see things that a lo-
cal might not notice or has forgotten 
due to certain habits. So an obvious 
first intention of our activities is making 
visible, and encouraging reflection on, 
specific circumstances. From there on-
wards however, our work rarely limits 
itself to offering a distanced commen-
tary, but instead tries to involve people 
in prospectively long-term processes 
of transformation.

AT: For me most of the times it is most 
interesting to construct processes 
that are open and not clearly defined 
(designed) to produce specific effects 
or results. Yet there are always some 
prognoses that the things happening 
are assessed against. So the main task 
would be to find the balance between 
pushing in a specific direction and 
openness. For the involvement of citi-
zens you have to be very aware of this 
and very specific in how you do it.

FA: Each intervention is an experiment 
but of course we act using a certain 
vocabulary of tools. Some of them are 
obviously ephemeral, like a dinner, oth-
ers aim to leave something physical, 
such as a shelter, which can be used 
or transformed by the locals.

KB+AA: And how do you see such 
structures, or physical remnants, once 
you lift your hands from the project? 
Are they still part of ‘your’ intervention? 
If we look at the case of the ‘flyttblock’ 
project here in Umeå, what kind of re-
lationship did you develop with these 
structures while you were in Umeå? 
And how has that relationship disap-
peared or developed afterwards?

AT: You might call it a ‘warm’ relation-
ship (mine to the flyttblock), that devel-
oped during our time in Umeå mostly 
because of the unique experience of 
collective achievement. I was really 
happy about the motivation of the stu-
dent group (that didn’t know much of 
each other at that time) and the desire 
to make something together, stretching 
the limit of what is possible. 

After working on it daytime and night 
time it really seemed that everybody 
wanted to experiment with the objects 
in the city right away even though it 
was freezing cold and raining cats and 
dogs.
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KB+AA: Since they were initially built, 
they have been transformed by the 
students and appropriated by different 
publics, they have spread and moved 
through the city, they have reproduced 
and constituted sites for movie screen-
ings and round table discussions, they 
have been inside public buildings and 
outside in squares and other public 
spaces, they have been used as sup-
porting structures for numerous other 
activities, and they have even engen-
dered a smaller, more manageable 
‘cousin’… Did you foresee or expect 
the different uses and shapes that the 
different ‘flyttblock’ have taken? Were 
these effects/side-effects ever part of 
the ‘plan’, and how do you feel about 
them in retrospect? Was there ever a 
plan at all? Did you have any feeling of 
responsibility towards the ‘flyttblock’ 
and their effects and do you have it 
now?

AT: We have only had some sporadic 
reports on what happened afterwards, 
but what you describe sounds really 
nice to me. There was for sure a ‘plan’ 
but a very open one, so I don´t feel ‘re-
sponsible’ of the further process that 
has been designed and organized by 
the students but happy that it devel-
oped that way.
  
FA: The flyttblock were conceived as 
instruments that have to be activated; 
in that sense the imagination of some 
possible use and constellations was an 
integral part of the process of devel-
oping them.  After the week of intense 
work, on the last day, when the flytt-
block had their first appearance in the 
city and different kinds of use in differ-
ent spots in Umeå were organised, we 
experienced a moment of failure: be-
cause of the rain, the wooden wheels 
swelled up so much that they locked 

into the shafts and we were only able 
to push them together to the river hav-
ing something like a party. Maybe this 
experience of failure was important to 
raise the will of the students to improve 
and make them look ahead for other 
possibilities. I’m also very happy about 
the new development; this is the best 
thing that could happen to a project. 
And the fact that we don’t have to feel 
responsible in the future for something 
we did because someone else adopted 
it is also a bit of success. But, please, 
keep us informed about the evolution. 

KB+AA:  We will absolutely keep you 
updated! We have one final question 
for you: At the LiAi we talk a lot about 
how we can intervene in and interact 
with the urban environment, and how 
this can play a part in city transforma-
tion and development. 

Questions about ‘duration’ and ‘ef-
fects’ are often raised; what does the 
intervention do, for how long does it do 
it, what are the side-effects of the in-
tervention, and are any of these effects 
and side-effects still present once the 
initial event is over? Architectural inter-
ventions are often staged as ‘happen-
ings’; temporary and transitory in their 
nature, how do you see the possibili-
ties of your interventions having an ef-
fect that lasts beyond the duration of 
the event itself, and do you think that 

these long-term effects are something 
that should be aimed for?

AT: There are some theatre pieces I 
saw 20 years ago that lasted for two 
hours that still have an effect on me. 
So I don’t know if an effect depends on 
temporality. 

FA: I agree. I think if we every time try 
to adjust the intervention according to 
a desired long-term effect, we would 
probably forget important parameters 
like improvisation, openness and tak-
ing risks. Back to the flyttblock and this 
moment of failure last year: as we were 
blocked on the street under the strong 
rain we asked people who stopped by 
to help us. With those who helped us 
push for 200 meters we started a con-
versation about our activities. I’m sure 
they still have a vivid memory of this 
episode. // Umeå-Berlin, September 2012

(KB+AA: At the time in which the book was 
finished and printed, Francesco and Axel had 
already been in Umeå again, developing with 
us another intervention in relationship to the 
LiAi’s theme of “the other/coexistence”. Their 
time with us was, again, a great experience: 
their ideas and proposals were extremely chal-
lenging, mind-opening and able to question 
the conditions in which the city is being made 
and the terms of our work as architects as well 
as the local conditions of Umeå’s difficult, but 
inspiring climate. It obviously requires another 
conversation with them, soon.)


