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In less than ten years from now we will enter the 21st 
century. Our current era characterized by the post-industrial 
society of America, Europa, and Japan is reaching its 
maturity. The role of the office and its importance in this 
context is frequently a topic on conversation.
Now, one can be tempted to ask, why another book on 
the office? What is the significance of “PLAYOFFICE”? 
Other books on the subject, at least those we are familiar 
with considar the office as an inherent part of production. 
The true aim of the office is believed to be that of 
increasing production. Concepts such as office landscape, 
office automation, ergonomics, labor psychology, have 
always been the starting points but have never completely 
succeeded in ridding themselves of the industrial logic 
connected to them.
In the last few years new words such as facility 
management or office amenity have become popular and 
somewhat fashionable. Where did they come from? They 
might stem from the philosophy of functionalism and 
positivism, the concepts existed under other terminology 
but were transformed into these modern “key words”, 
or, on the other hend, they could be a mere phenomenon 
which has just a superficial effect and without great 
pretense of going into depth on the subject. The office 
taken from this point of view, however, is considered in the 
total absence of Man. Man, up to now, was not connsidered 
a “part” of the office!
For about the last 20 years we ahve been dealing with the 
office environment and have touched on various aspects of 
it. It has become irritating for us to look to the office from 
only this “concolidated” point of view. The “Prima Donna” 
of the office environment is a Man! Since we have always 
thought of man as an intrinsic ingradient to the work place, 
we wanted to try to view the situation from this strategic 
point. Even now, after having finished  this book, we are 
not convinced to have arrived at the apex of this  field but 
we wished to start our book from this point of view.
The reader is asked to be critical, and to use his creativity 
as a flexible tool to help make this book becom a small 
reference point for the great development of the trend 
towards a new “culture” for the office world.

The Authors
Milan, autumn of 1990  
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The title that Prof. Hosoe 
proposed to me is “Design and 
the Tricker”.  First of all, I am 
not a specialist in Design and 
secondly I had never until now 
thought about the relationship 
that there could be between the 
two.  Undoubtedly Pro. Hosoe 
would be better qualified than I 
to speak about the subject, but 
since he already teaches here, 
this time I will speak about it.  

In Prof. Hosoeʼs essay entitled 
“The Trickster in the Office” 
published in the book “Work 
Encounters: Domesticity in the 
Office”, he speaks about the 
Trickster and Design.

“…In a circular hypothesis 
which is much closet to 
Eastern philosophy, the point 
of arrival could also be the 
point of departure.  Having 
gone through science, we could 
anew direct ourselves toward 
the theological stage and 
research on the intimate nature 
of beings.

Our culture, and specifically 
office culture, would be 
enriched by this unforeseen, 
dynamic hypothesis.  The issue 
thus involves the determination 
of who shall guide this path 
change.  Probably any advanced 
tertiary company could assume 
this role but the designer is 
particularly appropriate because 
he speaks two languages: the 
technological language of 
central power and the dialect 
of the outskirts.  The only 
language which science speaks 
is mathematics, the linear and 
digital language.  The human 
world, where design is located, 
is made of unforeseeable things 

and speaks an impure language.  Not everyone 
knows how to move between these two worlds and 
understand their languages; design can do this if it 
assumes the role of the Trickster (the prankster, the 
joker, the deviant)…”

I starter dedicating myself to the study of the 
trickster, this “mythological” creature, after having 
read HOMO LUDENS by the Dutch historian 
Johan Huizinga.  In this text Huizinga traces 
the origins of “play” quoting various precursors 
of Dutch structural anthropology and quotes in 
particular a text by the ethnologist Josselin de 
Jongh entitled “The Divine Trickster”.  In this essay 
de Jongh writes that the god Hermes-Mercury has 
the function of unifying all oppositions, beginning 
from that between man/woman, between old/
young, between interior/exterior.

A figure similar to that of Hermes appears in the 
myths of many world cultures, in short, the joker 
combines the two figures in himself: astuteness, 
intelligence, and at the same time ignorance, and 
stupidity.

Claude Lévi-Strauss, making use of the cultural 
examples of the Amerinds again demonstrated 
that the trickster plays the role of unification of 
opposites within the myths.

Between 1963 and 1966, even if interrupted 
by periods in Japan, I carried out numerous 
anthropological field works in various countries 
starting from Nigeria.  The culture which I was 

mainly interested in was that of the 
Jukun.  In ancient times this tribe 
kept a vast region under control.  
The capital called Wukari, was the 
location of the Kingʼs residence.  
Many myths are told among the 
people and the mythological 
character most loved by them was 
the Hare.  The Hare worked at the 
Kingʼs palace as a servant and was 
in charge of the Kingʼs horses.  
One day he went into the savanna 
to gather grass and he got lost.  
The savanna is a kind of labyrinth 
where the hare meets strange and 
mysterious objects, people, and 
animals that he then brings back 
into the city.  In this way it is the 
Hare that introduces into the Jukun 
culture the agricultural techniques 
and the techniques for working 
metals, new cults and other cultural 
instruments.  In other words, the 
Hare is a sort of inventor.

The principal characteristics of the 
Hare are the following.
The Hare is the mediator between 
the King and the common people, 
between astuteness and stupidity, 
between culture and nature.
He is one that is never tranquil 
and he moves continuously in the 
search for something.
He is intelligent but at times he is 
ridiculed by the common folk.
His actions are always 
unforeseeable, and unpredictable.
His jokes cause the destruction of 
the pre-existent order and at the 
same time produce a new order.
Destroying the structure of fixed 
information, it produces entropy 
but at the same time allows a 
new structure to be created in 
which entropy is transformed to 
negentropy.
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Another Nigerian population that lives near the Jukun, 
the yoruba, have many mythological tales i which a figure 
called Eshu, the mythical buffoon, appears.  Eshu makes 
fun of the King and is considered the god of fortune, so 
that he is evoked on occasion of miracles.  But not only 
this, in the myths it is said that his jokes, his spiteful 
actions, can change the orbit of the sun and the moon.

If we go farther in West Africa, to the populations of 
the Ashanti of Ghana, here it is the spider that has the 
mythological role of the buffoon.  This spider called 
Anansi is considered the son of the supreme god of the 
Ashanti.  The story tells that at the moment of the creation 
of the heavens and the earth, the spider pretended to help 
God, but in reality he performed spiteful actions and 
caused unexpected events.

These various mythological figures of the buffoon, the 
trickster, of Western Asia were brought to America as 
well 

For example, Ananse in the Caribbean Sea “Eshu” 
becomes “Elegia” in Haiti and in Brazil and it is “Brer 
Rabbit” in the story of Uncle Remus.  In Europe apart 
from Hermes there are other figures of the trickster.  For 
example in Northern Europe this figure is represented by 
the god Loki, the god of wisdom and misrule as well, as 
described in a book of mythology by Gorge Dumaesil.  
In medieval Europe the trickster, as the court jester, as 
performer of mysterious rites, as the Harlequin of the 
theater, established the link between the culture of the 
upper classes and of the lower classes.

In the works of Shakespeare the buffoon under the from 
of absurdity produces new word combinations, newlogic, 
at times new paradigms.  The Twelfth Night, the buffoon 
Feste is the export of new logic, and play on words.  In 
King Lear the buffoon is the character that succeeds in 
uniting rationality and irrationality, regality and madness, 
center and periphery.  In short he succeeds in making the 
“coincidence oppositorum” which Nicola Cusano spoke 
of concrete.

In the italian Comedy of Art between the 17th and the18th 
century Harlequin (Arlecchino) carried out the role of 
Hermes, of Mercury to which he resembled in many 
aspects: absurdity, omnipresence, amusement, velocity, 
the fact of being a servant, messenger, and so on.

The French poet of Italian origin Guillaume Apollinaire 
in his poetry creates a character called Hermes Harlequin.  
It is Harlequin in particular that interprets the role of the 
divine buffoon in the theater between the 19th and 20th 
century.

People like Picasso, Juan Gris, Arkipenko, or Giacomo 
Carra  ̓and so on, in short, the vanguard artists of the 20th 
century used the image of Harlequin in order to create new 
expressive forms, new styles.  The figure of the buffoon 
attracted a lot of artists, writers, like Henry Miller, Jule 
La Forge, and many others. Jean Starobinski wrote a very 
interesting book “Le Portrait dʼun Artiste Comme Buffoon” 
(The Portrait of the Artist as a Buffon).  Why has Harlequin 
attracted so much interest from the vanguard artists?  On 
observing Harlequin one can understand that he lacks a 
strong identity.  His costume is a patchwork of numerous 
pieces of colored cloth.  When he moves this costume 
creates a kaleidoscopic effect.  A costume can express a 
formal and stylistic beauty but in the movement of the 
actor, for example, his clothing contrains the movements 
to standardized and fixed forms.  The multicolored pieces 
which make up the costume of Harlequin are in themselves 
rubbish, they are like useless objects, objects that when they 
were part of a complex machine restricted its functioning.  
But when this whole is out of order, unutilized, they 
regain their independence and begin to express themselves 
autonomously.  Jean Tinguely, in particular is the exponent 
of an expressive artistic movement which recuperates as 
objects these pieces of machines and assembles these single 
unutilized pieces to create new artistic combinations.  This 
operation of Tinguely is very similar to the action of the 
trickster, the buffoon, who in the myths destroys the system, 
the pre-existent order.  It brings you entropy and lets you 
recreate from the fragments of the old order, a new system 
and a new image of the world.

If we conceive the machine in use as the centralized system, 
the system with a center, then the fragments, those parts 
of the machine in disuse are mere objects, marginalized 
substances.  Letʼs get back to the Hare!  A Japanese colleague 
of mine, Sinichi Nakazawa, wrote a book entitled “The 
Hare that Runs” and speaking about the series entitled “The 
Leeping Hare” of the sculptor Burny Flanagan, he writes: 
“The Hare totally upsets the values and morals of men, he 
continuously tries to jump away, to escape from this world. 
The Hare lives on the borderline between this world and the 
other world, and he comes and goes continuously between 
the two.  The Hare is an animal that lives on the borderline”  
Nakazawa defines the Hare as hermetic.  According to 
Nakazawa, Flanangan defines his work at times utilizing 
the term “pathophysics”.  As you all know, “pathophysics” 
is a term used by Alfred Jarry to define a particular physics 
of a world freed from every action required by the force of 
gravity.

The Trickster exists in all worlds.  His role is the complete 
opposite of that carried out by clergymen in charge of giving 
stability to the institutions.  It can seem strange but even 
among the military there are people of the “clerical” type, 
letʼs say, and those of the “trickster” type.

 INTRODUCTION: “The Trickster” by Masao Yamaguchi
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1.
I am not very familiar with the history of European military 
strategy and for this reason I will bring the example of a 
famous military man of modern Japan.  After the defeat 
of the second world war the Japanese tried to forget the 
military considering in Northeast China, in Manchuria, 
fought against armies and Chinese armed forces and 
20,000 Japanese soldiers defeated 200,000 Chinese.  
The Japanese established the “puppet” government of 
Manciuquo.  The story appears even in the “The Last 
Emperor”.  The artifice of this victorious military strategy 
was a lieutenant colonel named Kanji Ishihara.  It is said 
that he was the one to in spire Hitler about the strategy 
of the “flash” war and Ishihara was defined a genius in 
military strategy.

I want to clarify, however, that I do not want to legitimate 
the war of invasion of these military men.  Ishihara, after 
the war in Manchiuria refused any other warfare and at the 
end was thrown out of the army by General Tojo.

Ishihara is the author of a theory of the successive stages 
of progress of military strategy backed by the history 
of culture and technology.  Ishihara studied, in fact, the 
history of ideas, mainly of Buddhist theory of history 
proposed, by Nichiren in the 14th Century.  He argued 
that with the development of technology it was no longer 
necessary to use large groups of men to fight wars.  The 
military units became continuously smaller from divisions 
to the battalion to the platoon.

Sooner or later it would come down to a war carried out 
by a single person with a high degree of information and 
knowledge who could decide and act freely and establish 
a strategy.
Japan, as well as Italy, lost the war and so the ideas of 
Kanji Ishihara lost its meaning.  However, in all the other 
wars after the second world war, such as the case with 
Vietnam or Afghanistan, it is always to be considered 
a war.  Curzio Malaparte wrote an interesting book on 
guerrilla warfare and its strategy, so for you it is not 
necessary to listen to the advice of Ishihara.

However, if we change the subject a little, we can see 
in todayʼs commercial strategy the role of the single 
individual who plays many functions is always important.  
This is due also to the enormous development in mass 
media.  Even in the work of design the same thing 
has happened.  A Japanese graphic designer Tsunehisa 
Rimura stressed the term used by a film director of special 
effects, who speaks in fact about “creative anarchy”.  The 
most important objective of a team that produces special 
effect films is that of developing the maximum level of 
individuality and creativity among each member of the 
team.  One cannot use a hierarchical production in which 
the director is the “center” and a group of people work 

around him and under his direct control.  Every single 
component of the team must play a series of “roles”, from 
the artist, to cameraman, to miniature model maker, to 
administrative and financial consultant, and so on.  Each 
person freely operates in a variety of distinct specializations.  
He divides his competence and his capacity in various levels 
which he uses sporadically and not in continuation.  This 
is the organizational structure that Edland defines capable 
of producing a “creative anarchy”.  This is a conception 
that permits one to surpass the system of the art director.  
Besides, Rimura believes that design develops itself in a 
festive environment. 

In the same way, in the military strategy world, Ishihara 
Kanji appears in his dadaist figure, and like a dadaist 
develops a strategy and works out a method of change 
which makes it possible for a single well-trained man to 
develop the maximum of his manifold capacities just like in 
a religious celebration.

This is really a strategy parallel to that of the trickster and 
the cultural role of the trickster is carried out today by 
the team of designers who puts into practice the concept 
of “creative anarchy”.  Personally, I think that it is the 
role of the designer today to revitalize the conception of 
provocative space, introducing discontinuity and a dadaist 
fortuitousness.

 INTRODUCTION: “The Trickster” by Masao Yamaguchi
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Perhaps the first question that comes to mind is why 
the name “PLAYOFFICE”?  How can these two words 
possibly have anything in common?

Most people would agree that the office environment 
is one for “work”, and that “work” is the contrary of 
“play” connotes a waste of time, and office efficiency is 
calculated on the correct use of time…Some might say 
too, that only children play, or at least those adults who 
are not serious!…We have another point of view on the 
subject.

The idea of seriousness is a particular one.  Very often 
the word play implies an action of fun or jest as opposed 
to seriousness.  (He said it in play, not in earnest.)  While 
the “play” of light is an elusive change or movement.  To 
play a part or a character is to perform or assume a role, to 
pretend, and this is not a part of “real” life.  PLAY, GAME, 
and SPORT all refer to forms of diverting activity.  PLAY 
is the general word for any such from of activity, often 
undirected, spontaneous, or random.  GAME refers to a 
recreational contest, mental or physical, usually governed 
by set rules.  Besides referring to an individual contest 
GAME may refer to a pastime as a whole.  If, however, 
the pastime is one depending chiefly on physical strength, 
though not necessarily a contest, the word SPORT is 
applied.
The origin of the English word PLAY is from the Anglo 
Saxon “plegian” which is connected to the “pastime” 
aspect of play, and the connotation of doing something 
not as a task or for profit, but for amusement.

Reading this definition of “play” the question which 
comes to mind is: Why canʼt amusement be related to 
doing something as a task or for profit as well?  Donʼt 
people ever enjoy what they do?  This may be the key to a 
new way of observing the play/work relationship.

From the Latin ”ludus” (to play) arise a series of English 
words which again have connotations very distant from 
the rigid controlled aspect of “work” and the office 
environment.  These words are “ludicrous”, “allude”, 
“delude”, “elude”, “illusion”, “prelude”…
“Ludicrous” implies something amusing or laughable 
through obvious absurdity, incongruity, exaggeration or 
eccentricity.  To “allude” is to have or to make indirect 
reference to something.  To “delude” is to deceive, 
disappoint, mislead, trick or to lead from the truth.  This 
series of words, obviously shadowed with “negative” 
qualities of uncertainty, spring from the same

roots as the word “play” but are directed in another 
direction.  In order to better understand how the element 
of “play” can be used at its best, we must discover a way 
in which to obtain those qualities now lacking in the work 
environment.

The competitive aspects of play may coexist with work.  It 
is in fact a meaningful aspect of the “rule of the game” in 
the productive life.  But what is disturbing is the fact that 
the roles that one has to assume are imposed on him and the 
“game” cannot be interrupted at will.  Therefore, all of the 
original pleasure which a game should create is totally lost.

As sustained by Friedrich von Schiller (German poet, 19th 
century) “Man only plays when he is human in the full 
sense of the word, and he is only completely human when 
he is playing”.  Since ancient times humanity has always 
played, but placing the emphasis on only the economical 
value obtained by such action is a horrible mistake.  Plato 
is often cited as the first to have recognized the practical 
value of play.  He prescribed in the laws the distribution of 
apples among boys to help them learn arithmetic and gave 
real miniature tools to those 3-year-olds who later were to 
become builders.  Aristotle, too, thought that children should 
be encouraged to play at what they were to do seriously as 
adults… Do children really play?  If one had the opportunity 
to obverse children “at play” he would certainly have to 
admit that “playing” for children is a serious matter.  Who 
can be the judge of the seriousness of an adultʼs work or the 
lack of seriousness in childʼs play?

Playing a game is an important part of human relationships. Not only 
does it involve the players themselves, but also the observers or spectators 
whose number is determined by the type and importane of the event. -The 
chess Game, Florence 1493. Interesting to note is the round table for a 
square game board as well as the importance of the spectators.
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The adultʼs game can at most be tolerated as recreation, 
as a break between periods of work.  During this lapse 
of time a state of well-being can be recreated before 
beginning to work again.  This continuation of work, 
it can be supposed, will nullify that state of well-being 
obtained.  It is just a vicious circle!

Until modern society seriously deals with giving back to 
adult games the possibility to be for him not just another 
source of new forms of conditioning and anguish but 
an effective and realistic re-creation of new energy, 
capable of moulding the person, and permitting him to 
overcome his conflicts and to go on, the problem will not 
be solved.

Very often in the last decades of the 20th century, 
“amusement”, as it is presented in the industrial reality, is 
a complete failure.

Man tries to fill in this sensation of “emptiness” with 
bricolage: that is, the execution of small manual jobs.  
However for those that the sociologists call “alienated 
people” of the industrial era this compensation is 
insufficient and cannot break up that “illness” created by 
a task which has become too mechanical or one which 
produces no enjoyment.

Because of its complex structure of free and limited 
activities (creative and repetitive), the game is strictly 
tied to the birth of myth.  The act of grafting a process 
which is self-articulated allows the game to coincide 
with good fortune, risk, and destiny.  Since play is based 
on imagination and goes beyond the limits of reality, it 
often becomes “magic”.  These are the aspects of play 
which make it tabu, which most frighten the civilized, 
industrialized man, and at the same time explain why 
enlightened activity cannot co-exist with work activity.

James Sully, in his “Essay on Laughter”, makes a 
fascinating connection between laughter and play.  In fact, 
he says “laughter acts as a sign of play, and is essential to 
a social activity involving a playmate.”  Sully goes on 
to speak of the play-mood, or playful attitude in which 
laughter is an element.  It is an attribute of throwing off 
restraint and pleasure and enjoyment are essential to it.

PLAY is often related to gambling and to risk.  This 
negates the scientific security which shields work.  Only 
at top levels in the hierarchical scale is play, and the risks 
involved in it allowed.  The stock market is accepted 
as a creative gesture and is certainly a “game” for only 
a handful of people.  In the world of commerce, and 
therefore in the office as well, the presumption of keeping 
everything under control exists.

PLAY, with its freeing energy, its capacity to express forces 
which are not utilized in life, is difficult to contextualize in 
a rational grid.

It is precisely the bursting surplus of energy, which Herbert 
Spencer (Principles of Psychology, mid 19th century) 
recognized as the origin of play, which can give a different 
connotation be the office.  Spencer considered play as the 
origin of art and as aimless expression of surplus energy, 
but he gave a typically evolutionary twist.  He argued that 
the lower an animal is on the evolutionary scale, the more 
its energies are taken up with finding food and escaping 
enemies.  Play evolved in the higher animals, since with 
their greater range of skills they needed to spend less time 
on keeping themselves alive, and were, nevertheless, better 
fed and healthier, and so had more energy available.

A brief Spencerian reflection: A typical ”breadwinner”, 
after an 8 or 10 hour workday, and 4 hours of “fighting” the 
commuter traffic, can justifiably ask:  Where is man on this 
evolutionary scale?…And where has his “surplus” energy 
gone?…

The colorless ambient and character of the office can be 
modified and gain value if we give room to continuous 
invention, improvisation, the emotion, improvisation, the 
emotion of discovery, joy and the make-believe of play.  
These new activities, free, gratuitous and disinterested may 
give to the mature adult the same happiness which play gave 
him during his initial years of life.  

It is this creativity which is so important.

D.W.Winnicott (Play Reality, 1971) explains that “in 
playing, and perhaps only in playing, the child or the adult is 
free to be creative.”  There are two alternatives in living, he 
says, “living creatively (healthy state), or compliance (sick 
basis) in which life is futile for the individual, and therefore 
not worth living.”

The Taoist concept of play is in contrast with that of 
Confucius who based his idea on state and order.  Lao-Tzu 
(Chinese philosopher∼500 B.C.), on the other hand, defined 
play as emptiness or tolerance or with the significance of 
asobi/ asobu in Japanese.  For example, the essence of a 
glass is in its emptiness which allows it to be used.  The 
wheel rotates thanks to the “play” or the tolerance which is 
between the axis and the hub.  The Japanese asobi/ asobu 
has a variety of meanings: play, enjoying oneself, game, 
pastime, excursion, prosecution of oneʼs studies, gambling, 
to be idle, to be unemployed etc.

The very culture of each civilization, according to Johan 
Huizinga, is initially played.  “Play is an action or voluntary 
activity, performed within certain fixed time and place 
limitations 
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and according to freely accepted rules but completely 
restrictive to its own end, accompanied by a sentiment of 
tension and joy and the consciousness of being outside the 
“normal” daily life.”  In fact, each culture is comprised of 
complex social phenomena which include play as well as 
ritual magic forms which are derivied fro it and which 
are fundamental parts of it.  Therefore, the denial of play 
in the office could mean denying or impoverishing its 
specific “culture”.

The office needs to have its specific culture so that it is not 
merely the mirror image of what happens in other fields.

This is the role of “play”!

The “Tama” lamp designed by Isao Hosoe for Valenti is simple blow-
molded polyethylene form which takes its idea from a common plastic 
water container and converts it into a versatile and playful lamp.
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Science and technology are not capable of ruling over this 
weak, microscopic area which we call design.

The methodology of design which was based on the 
logic of science had to prove that science was capable of 
foreseeing design.
The human world, which is where design belongs, is made 
up of many things which are unforeseen and irreversible.  
It speaks languages which are far outside the authority of 
science which has been imposed on it.

Now it is obvious that design cannot be completely made 
subject to science and technology, but nor can it live for a 
moment without these.

The dilemma, and at the same time the great opportunity 
of design, faced with science and technology, lies in the 
fact that design, even though it is closely bound up with 
science and technology, speaks a dialect which they do 
not understand fully.

And it is here that we can find its strategy of survival.  To 
paraphrase the thought of Kurt Gödel, if design spoke the 
same language as science and technology, it would not be 
able to make its own contribution to the world through 
important innovations.

The very identity of design lies in its differentiation from 
science and technology.

There are no absolute and immovable principles which 
constitute the basic criterion of design, and it is equally 
unthinkable that there should be a rationalist methodology 
which guides design.

What has been seen of human beings can lead us to 
believe that they do not change, at least with a frequency 
of less than tens of thousands of years.

If, then we want a planning constant of design, this is 
Man: man, not in eternal competition with nature, as 
Western cultural tradition would have it, but man as an in 
corporate part of nature.

The truth is that design does not exist out of need.  Design 
is born from the absence of need, from affluence, from 
play, from culture.

Play, according to Herbert Spencer, the philosopher of 
Darwinian positivism, arises from “surplus energy”.  

Although Spencerʼs position is today a little old-fashioned, 
to speak of design as play is stimulating, most of all when 
the pair “play/surplus energy” becomes “design/surplus 
energy”.  This does not mean however, that only countries 
with a high degree of development can have design.

Man for at least thousands of years now has not lived only 
with needs.  It is not true that ancient man did not play, 
certainly he played, but he played in a way in keeping with 
his culture and with the historical phase that he was at.

One of the surplus values of design is that it has produced 
difference, which is a synonym of its cultural identity.

What is the cultural identity in the industrial capitalist 
system?

The question is an open one.

It is not useful either to attempt a hastily answer or 
to undertake an analysis of an ethical and ideological 
character…all we can say is that Man is the only convincing 
constant.
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 Sensorial Qualities “The Meeting: An Historical Look”3 . B 
Surely all of us, more or less frequently, have participated 
in a meeting.  But have we ever stopped to thin about the 
origin of the word?  It is interesting to note the various 
dictionary meanings and root of the word “meeting” 
and associated words like “convention”,  “encounter”, 
“reunion”, and “assembly”.

All of them have a common aggressive factor present, 
whether it takes the from of conflict, controversy, debate, 
duel, contest, or face-to-face contact between adversaries.  
What is the significance of this predominant factor of 
aggressiveness and how does it influence the “meeting” 
space?

What kind of atmosphere was chosen or created in the 
past as a meeting space?  How did the space reflect 
the climate of the encounter?  The key to this answer 
lies in the analysis of the places most commonly used 
throughout our history.  “Living” spaces, rich with subtle 
yet flexible qualities that mute with time, season, and the 
needs of those who use them.

Take a look, for example, at Saul Steinbergʼs interpretation 
of the Milan Galleria.  It is an ideal “meeting” scene.  
Groups of people sitting, standing, and walking are 
humorously depicted in conversation or argument, wildly 

gesticulating or waving their arms in delight.  Another 
traditional meeting place is the Spanish Steps in Rome.  
This setting has always attracted visitors, but is no less 
important for the natives of Rome who can find, in this 
wonderful backdrop, secluded or open spaces, shadows or 
light, for a “planned” or “chance” encounter!

The “piazza” has traditionally been a multifunctional space, 
and it is exactly this feature which makes it such an animated 
point of any city or village.  Its ability to change according 
to the needs of its users is an important factor.  Open-air 
markets, political rallies, sports and competition, restaurants 
and cafes, concerts, are just a few of the reasons why such a 
flexible space is essential to a dynamic population.

The typical interior of a New England protestant church 
was quite different from the less rigid, open “piazza” effect.  
Here there is a distinct separation of the worshippers.  The 
floor is divided into stalls, each of which usually represented 
one family group and was completely closet to the floor to 
avoid drafts in cold climates.  The church, by the way, 
served a duel purpose and was also used as a town meeting 
house for residents.

Worshipping has always been a strong force which led 
men to create spectacular monuments.  Their relationship 
with the environment in which they were constructed was 
fundamental.  Another important factor was the passageway 
leading up to it and its entrance.  Although its true purpose 
is not certain, Stonehenge, a colossal megalithic structure 
built by the Druids of ancient England, might have 
commemorated some primeval conceptions of the solar and 
life forces, or served as a temple for the enactment of certain 
rituals.  In any case, its massive presence undoubtedly had 
an imposing influence on those gathered in this space.

In the Greek temple its exterior was far more important than 
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its interior.  The colonnade all around conceals where 
the entrance lies.  In fact, the faithful did not enter it and 
spend hours of communication with the Divine as in a 
church.  It is its physical presence and isolation which 
gave it its importance.

In contrast to this type of strictly symbolic temple, the 
Oval Temple of Khafaje at AlʼUbaid is not only important 
symbolically but was created in such a way as to involve 
the worshippers through different phases from the exterior 
to the interior, passing a series of walls and doors and 
changes of levels in preparation for the true entrance to 
the temple.

Saint Peterʼs Square in Rome, entrance to the Vatican City, 
is an important “meeting” place for Catholic worshippers 
throughout the world.  Looking at it from above you can 
see its outstretched and encircling “arms” which hold and 
protect its faithful and lead them into the cathedral.

When a monumental space is not available, a certain 
sense of enclosure is often created with a more ephemeral 
solution.

In looking back at historical examples of the “meeting” 
place, we discover an important dominant theme:
the symbolic use of geometric forms such as the square, 
the triangle, and the circe, as well as the use of non-
geometric forms.

The square is closely connected with man and his 
constructions, with architecture, building forms, lettering, 
etc.  In ancient writings and in the rock inscriptions of early 
man, the square signifies the idea of enclosure, of house, of 
settlement.  As a structural and decorative element it has 
given form and character to both famous ancient cities and 
to modern buildings: Babylon, the Parthenon, the Duomo 
of Pisa, Le Corbusierʼs museum of unlimited extendability,  
Mies Van der Roheʼs house”50x50”.  Two squares of 
matting are the basic unit of the traditional Japanese house 
(tatami).

The modularity of the square makes it inherently flexible: 
repetitions of squares form a structural grid or template and 
it can be transformed into triangles simply by appropriate 
cuts and rearrangements.

The triangle, even more than the square, is a structural 
shape.  The three-dimensional truss forms the skeleton 
of many buildings and bridges.  The sails on boats, once 
square, are now almost always triangular.

The most distinctive visual characteristic of the triangle is its 
pointedness.  The point of the arrow that signals direction.  
The point of the prism that splits light into colors of the 
rainbow.  The point of the pyramid and the ancient tower 
that symbolizes power, strength, and monument.

According to an old Chinese saying, “the infinite is a square 
without corners”.  While the square is closely connected 
with man and his constructions, the circle is often related to 
the Divine and the Mystical.

Since ancient times a simple circe has represented eternity; 
it is without beginning or end.  We find other examples of its 
use as a “meeting” or gathering shape: King Arthurʼs Round 
Table, Stonehenge, ancient altars and fortifications.

It is interesting that people form a circe spontaneously when 
they want to observe something from nearby.  This gave rise 
to the arena, the circus, and the trading posts on the floor of 
the stock exchange.  We also find evidence of the circle as 
a symbol of communication and exchange in early writing 
and in the shapes of old coins.

Non-geometrical forms violate the rules of regularity, 
predictability, and simple mathematics that characterize 
shapes such as the square, the triangle,  and the circe.  
They are described instead by a complex mathematics of 
discontinuous (or catastrophic) events.  Almost all natural 
or organic forms fall under this category: rocks, snowflakes, 
plants, sea shells, a breaking wave.  Non-geometric forms 
symbolize growth, randomness, softness, the human touch.

3 . B  Sensorial Qualities “The Meeting: An Historical Look”
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Man is the essential element for all types of meeting; that 
is why the aspects of his behavior play such an important 
part in the design for an effective meeting space.

The anxieties that anticipate an encounter, be it a business 
or a sentimental one, are surely common to all of us.  
Certain behavioral patterns exist.  The factors which 
determine them are the degree of formality of the meeting, 
the location or setting in which it takes place, the different 
between “meters”,  such as age, rank, cultural behavior, 
etc. and the expected purpose of the meeting.

An important sign or convention adopted by man is the 
distance he places between himself and others.  This 
“social distance” varies naturally according to personality 
and environmental factors, but is essential in determining 
a working human inter-relationship in a space.

Why meet?  What do we hope to accomplish by meeting?  
There are sometimes decisions to be made, problems to be 
solved, information to be given, etc.  The most effective 
atmosphere is therefore one that encourages and enforces 
these inter-personal relationships.

It is estimated that middle and top management spend 
as much as 30-50% of their time in meetings outside 
their workplace.  This trend may alarm some, but 
confidentially speaking,  the most important decision and 
business agreements are made in such “strange” places as 
the golf course, or health club!

This “non-office” concept or the introduction of the 
element of “play” in the office setting is one of the 
essential goals in developing a system of flexible meeting 

spaces.

The word “proxemics” was coined more than twenty years 
ago by the American anthropologist Edward T. Hall and 
described in his book “THE SILENT LANGUAGE”.  How 
many vocal shifts are sandwiched between the whisper and 
the shout?  This innovative method based on the human 
voice and not simply on predetermined metrical units 
resulted in eight distinct zones.  These eight distances were 
later classified into four groups with a close and a far phase 
for each: the intimate, personal, social, and public.

The proxemic pattern chosen by any person or group of 
persons depends on how these people are feeling toward 
each other at the time, as well as other factors such as 
illumination and the noise level of the environment.

Intimate distance-close phase (0-15cm)

Physical contact, sharp vision is blurred, voice at a 
whisper.

Intimate distance-far phase (15-45cm)

Hands can reach, the ability to focus the eye is an important 
aspect of this distance.  Voice level is normally held at a 
very low level, even a whisper.

Personal distance-close phase (45-75cm)

At this distance facial expressions are clearly visible.

Personal distance-far phase (75-120cm)
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At “arm’s length” to a point where two people with 
extended arms touch.  Peripheral vision includes the 
hands and the whole body of the seated person.

The boundary line between the far phase of the personal 
distance and the close phase of social distance marks the 
“limit of domination” (two people cannot touch at this 
distance-120cm)

Social distance-close phase (120-210cm)

Impersonal business takes place at this distance, and in 
the close phase there is more involvement than in the 
far phase.  People who work together tend to use a close 
social distance, and for people who are attending a casual 
social gathering.

Social distance-far phase (210-360cm)

Business and social discourse conducted at the far end 
of the social distance range has a more formal character.  
During conversations of any significant length it is more 
important to maintain visual contact at this distance than 
it is at closet distances.  A proxemic feature of social 
distance (far phase) is that it can be used to insulate or 
screen people from each other.  This distance makes it 
possible for them to continue working in the presence of 
anther person without appearing be to rude.

Public distance-close phase (360-760cm)

At this distance an alert subject can take evasive or 
defensive action if threatened.

Public distance-far phase (more than 760cm)

This is the distance set around an important public 
figure.

Generally speaking, people address those with whom they 
can easily make eye contacts and leaders of groups tend to 
occupy positions that permit maximum eye contact with 
members of a group.  The seating arrangement of rooms 
for a group discussion can be made to emphasize or 
demde-emphasize leadership.  The principal importance 
of the seating arrangement concerns the implicit 
designation of leadership.  If one seating position gives 
its occupant greater visual access to the group than is 
possible in other positions, it is the logical location for 
a leader.  A circular table, on the other hand, would de-
emphasize leadership.

The tendency of members of group discussion to address 
those seated across the table is that they can easily make 
eye contact.  Those seated on the same side of the table 

must turn their heads to make eye contact and with one or 
more people in between eye contact may be difficult.

When people sit down to talk together they try to arrange 
themselves roughly in a circe.  People like to sit at an angle 
to one another, not side by side.  In a circle, even neighbors 
are at a slight angle to one another.  Each sitting space has 
different needs for comfort and enclosure according to its 
position in the intimacy gradient.  People need a gradient of 
settings which have different degrees of intimacy.

A two-person chat sustained in a sequestered place implies 
a full sharing of ratified participation status, and overlaid, 
an exchange of speaker and recipient roles.  Add a third 
participant, and allowance must be made for the speaker 
addressing the participants as a whole or singling out a 
particular one, in which case one is forced to distinguish 
between addressed and unaddressed recipients.  Add, 
instead, a third person who is a non-participating stranger 
and one has the “bystander role”.

The lager the meetings are, the less people get out of them.  
The number of people in a group influences both the number 
who never talk, and the number of those who feel they have 
ideas which they have not been able to express.  As the 
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group increases, it is clear that the number who never talk 
climbs rapidly.  In a group of 12, one person never talks.  
In a group of 24, there are six people who never talk.

Similarly, the distances between speakers reaches its 
threshold at about 2.5 meters.  Two people whose heads 
are at about his distance can pass an object if they both 
stretch, and clear vision includes the face of the other.  
Thus a small group discussion will function best if the 
members of the group are arranged in a rough circe, with 
a maximum diameter of 2.5 m.

Where shall we meet?…  There are many factors 
to consider when talking about the complex three-
dimensional volume used as a meeting place.

The quality of the space is the essential element for a 
“successful” meeting.  This space must offer various 
degrees of spatial organization, which are modifiable 
according to need.  It must satisfy man’s sense of 
temporary “home base” within the complex of other 
individual.  A meeting space can be separated from its 
surroundings in several ways.  These space establishing 
element can offer various degrees of transparency and 
privacy to its occupants.

The “piazza” can be considered a semi-fixed feature space, 
that is, a space which can vary according to the activities 
required of it.  This is an essential quality of space that 
must host various groups people who have come together 
in various numbers, for various reasons, and with various 
emotional charges.

Spatial organization is not a two-dimensional layout, but 
must encompass the complete volume.  Various levels, 
direction of movement, interrelationship between spaces, 
symmetry, and asymmetry, the connection between 
“interior” and “exterior” space, are just a few of the 
concepts which enrich the space.  If we look around us 
we can discover that certain spaces are more” successful” 
than others.  “Successful” because they are willing to vary 
their aspect, and to modify their purpose, thus avoiding the 
monotony and failure that a too rigid space can have.

There are many space establishing elements.  They can be 
surfaces, screens or objects, and their position can be varied 
in relationship to man.  For example, they can cover him 
like an umbrella, or canopy, can surround him like a wall or 
fence, or be underneath like a rug or grate.

The degree of transparency of these objects depends on the 

3 . C  Sensorial Qualities “The Meeting: A Proxemical Approach”
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effect we wish to obtain in the space, and the degree of 
privacy we need.

Last, but not least, is the concept of “preparation” for 
a meeting.  This concept can be seen as a particular 
passageway or entrance, but more generally speaking a 
physical and mental exercise in contemplation.

The path leading to important places and the entranceway 
into actual spaces have been treated in many ways in 
the past.  The endless flights of stairs with intermediate 
“torii” leading up to the temple, the drawbridge leading 
into the castle, the famous “gates” marking the entrance 
to the city, the stepping stones in a garden pond are just a 
few of the examples of how architectural elements were 
conceived of as the transition from one space to another.

In the many concepts of entrances and passages the 
most significant are those that involve the “concept of 
contemplation”, such as stairs and stepping stones.  Man 
is forced both physically and mentally to make a decision, 
to take “one step at a time”, to advance or retreat!

In all things a period of preparation is necessary, both a 
physical and psychological one.

In a meeting this preparation is often overlooked and as 
a consequence the participants are sometimes burdened 

with anxieties and tension that could have been eliminated 
through a more deliberate preparation.

After looking deeply into the matter of the meeting, several 
aspects concerning it stand out among the rest.

The spatial aspects, for example, both from a historical 
point of view and from a present day one are of primary 
importance.  The flexibility of a multifunctional space such 
as the public “piazza”,  a sense of scenery in the immediate 
surroundings, or a transitional space which allows for 
a warming up period: a preparatory moment to collect 
one’s thoughts, are all examples of these spatial aspects.  
Complementary to spatial aspects are the behavioral aspects 
associated with meetings.  Inter-human relationships and 
the differences between “meters”, communication among 
themselves and with the outside, the degree of participation 
in the meeting, a sense of combat, controversy, and 
aggression, are all important factors in determining the 
effectiveness of the meeting.  A certain overlapping of the 
spatial and behavioral aspects can be found in territoriality.  
Man must preserve and defend his “personal bubble”.  It 
gives him a sense of security.  At the same time he must 
feel a part of a lager group of “tribe” to satisfy his sense of 
belonging.

The element of play, a basic requirement for healthy growth 
and development, is not to be overlooked in the office 
atmosphere.  It is the ingredient which can increase efficiency 
by eliminating the depressing quality associated with 
monotony and lack of satisfaction.  This “PLAYOFFICE” 
concept as we have called it is an attempt to break up the 
static repetition of a too rigid organizational system which 
does not take into account man’s psychological as well as 
physical needs.

3 . C  Sensorial Qualities “The Meeting: A Proxemical Approach”
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What is the 
“ K O T A T S U ” ?  
certainly for the 
Japanese reader the 
name is well-known, 
but in the Western 
habitat the custom is 
virtually unknown.  
The kotatsu is a heating 
device which made its 
appearance in Japan in 
the Muromachi period 
(1336-1573).  At this 
early date, it was simply a wooden framework placed 
over an irori hearth and covered with a thin quilt; it soon 
became quite popular due to the availability of wadded 
cotton bedding materials.  The Kotatsu entered the 
scheme of Japanese household furnishings on a vast scale 
in the Edo period (1603-1868) and are still used today.  
The heat source can be the traditional charcoal pieces or 
in the modern version (ala!) some have been substitute 
by electrical elements attached to the underside of the 
frame.  Apart from its obvious utility as a heater in the 
colder months around which all would gather, legs under 
the quilts, the Kotatsu is by far much more important 
from a sensorial point of view.  The mere combination 
of warmth, hidden tactile factors of legs touching one 
another, the aromatic smell of the charcoals burning, all 
create an erotic aura around it.

The sense of touch is that one of the five human senses 
which plays the principal role in our sexual life.  The 
other senses of sight, smell, hearing, and taste procure 
secondary sensations.  In man, the surfaces which 
receives tactile impulses is much more extensive than that 
area which perceives any of the other four senses.  There 
are two characteristics which make the sense of touch the 
most important of manʼs senses.  In the first place the sense 
of touch in the newborn baby is that which gives him his 
first and primary knowledge of his surrounding world.  
Secondly, in the development of human sexuality it is  
from the sense of touch that the other four senses change 
their consciousness about their importance.  From a 
symbolic point of view Fire has always been an important 
element.  According to yi ching fire corresponds to south, 
red, summer and to the heart, and this last referent is 
constant whether fire represents the passions (especially 
love and anger), or that it represents the spirit (the fire of 
the spirit).

It is also a gust of wind, 
and the trigram “li” or 
the intuitive knowledge 
of which Baghavad Gita 
speaks.

Even water is a purifier 
and a regenerator but 
fire distinguishes itself 
from this in so much as it 
represents “the purification 
through comprehension, in 
the more spiritual form, 

through light and truth, water represents the purification and 
the desire in a more sublime form, goodness”.  (Paul Diel, 
Le symbolism dans la mythology Greque, Paris, 1952)

In the Western cultures the fireplace, at times, has acquired 
an appeal similar to that of the “kotatsu” but without those 
alluring “hidden” qualities.  Crackling logs burning on an 
open fire, two glasses of brandy, a bear rug on the floor…all 
these things bring back to mind many a romantic film.

The fireplace is the symbol of the mysterious communication 
channels with the spiritual world.  The way the witches used 
to get to Sabba (Grillot de civry, Le musee  ̓ des corciers, 
Mages et alchimistes, Paris 1929) and even the way Santa 
Claus brings his gifts!  The fireplace and chimney are related 
to the central opening in the nomadic tent and the huts of 
more sedentary peoples, to the dome of temples and to the 
fontanel at the top of the skull.  The fireplace is also the 
channel through which passes the “breath” which animates 
the hearth, takes away the flame, revitalizes the fire, and in 
short, keeps the family or group life going on.  In this sense 
it participates in the biological symbolism as guardian of the 
fire and warmth.

The fireplace is also the symbol of social bonds.  In fact, 
common are the evening gatherings around the fireplace 
in which the spirits of fables are evoked or in which the 
log, symbol of family continuity, is burnt.  The fire and 
the fireplace are important elements in so much as they 
represent a central focal point, a social center.  It is this type 
of unifying element of “piazza” that is needed in the office 
environment.

The center is not to be conceived, in the language of 
symbols, as a position which is simply static.  It is the focus 
from which all movements begin, of one towards many.  
According to Nicola Cusano, the center “is that place of 
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3 . D  
condensation and of co-existence of opposite forces, the 
place of the most concentrated energy.”  The concept of 
the center is connected to that of communication channels.  
The center is called the umbilical of the earth.  It is 
surprising to see, in some African statues, the dimension 
attributed to the navel, which is like a long pipe, and very 
often much more important than the membrum virile.  
Life comes from the center!

The fountain, too, symbolizes the center and the source 
and like water it is the symbol of regeneration and 
purification.  In the center of the Garden of Paradise the 
fountain of water gushed forth from the foot of the Tree of 
Life.  The Arabian constructions, a square courtyard with 
a central fountain is the central focal point of the building 
and similar in concept to the Garden of Paradise.

The teachings of Lao-Tzu say that ” water is the symbol 
of supreme virtue” (Tao-te-ching).  It is also the symbol of 
Taoist wiseness because it is completely free and without 

constrictions.  It lets itself flow following the rhythms of the 
surface.  In the Bible the wells in the desert, these marvelous 
fountains that spring up in the oasis, welcomed the nomads 
and became place of joy and pleasure.  These sites became 
meeting place and commercial centers where sentimental 
encounters took place, marriages were decided, etc.

Getting back to the “Kotatsu Effect” in the office 
environment; it must be the transition of all those concepts 
previously discussed in order to make it a place of joy 
and pleasure, commerce and exchange of ideas, giving 
“warmth” to the spirit and satisfying all the needs of those 
people who inhabit the space.

 Sensorial Qualities   “The ‘KOTATSU’ Effect”
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3 . E  Sensorial Qualities “Beyond the Visual Perception: From ‘Hands and Feet’
                                               to ‘Heart, Head, and Stomach’”  

Those familiar with the history of 
architecture and design know that after the 
onset of the industrial revolution, design 
had to come to terms with these new 
categories, (power, speed, standardization, 
precision, uniformity, etc.) tied to mass 
production.  This, then, gave rise to the 
“functionalist” school that expected an 
explanation for everything: any design 
element with no functional explanation 
was not admitted.  But in todayʼs post-
industrial society where every “mature” 
product pays more attention to secondary functions 
(comfort, graphics, safety, scent) than to primary once 
(speed and performance in general), do those words still 
hold any meaning?

Many are the designers who rebel against functionalism 
and who, basing themselves on a return to man and nature, 
propose new ideas more suitable to the post-industrial 
period we are going through.

When will man be able to express his maximum 
capacity?…  only when he is able to use all of his senses.  
If it is only a rational logic that is utilized, these capacities 
lose their quality.  It is only through the design of physical 
elements for the office environment which contain 
particular attention to all those collateral and seemingly 
“secondary” aspects which are nevertheless necessary, 
that we can arrive at creating a complete and comforting 
environment for the human being.

Ergonomics holds factors that can explain this move 
to a new design philosophy.  Hands and Feet are the 
anthropological reference point of those still in the period 
of speed, power and mass production.  (Lewis Mumford, 
The Myth of the Machine) Hands and Feet are a part of 
the body that have definitely helped us build many things 
and get to many places, but they are no longer enough!  
Other elements: the heart, the head and the stomach are 
necessary.

The Heart is naturally sentiment, emotion, human warmth 
and can above all give that information to the Head to 
help it to perform its tasks.  The Head is the complex 
elaboration source which gets its strength primarily from 
its interaction with the Heart.

The Stomach contains the umbilical which is the starting 
point of life and metaphorically represents the organ 

which perceives that which no other 
sensorial one can.  Having no eyes, no 
mouth, no nose, and no ears the stomach 
picks up information from a distance.  This 
“Stomach Sense” can in this way help man 
to face his complex world with serenity.

All men instinctively aspire for knowledge.  
A sign of this is their love for sensations: 
in fact, the senses are appreciated for 
themselves, independent from the use 
which can be made from them.  In particular 

the preference goes to those sensations which one receives 
through the eyes.  Even Aristotle in “De Sense” states that 
“the best of the senses is that of sight, while hearing is the 
better for the development of intelligence”.

The ability to see informs us of many differences: color, 
size, movement, number, etc.  Hearing informs us of sounds 
or voice, and by “accident”  contributes to a growth of 
intelligence.  In fact, a discourse is the cause of learning in 
so much as it is perceived through listening.

The suggestion is to grasp both the visible and demonstrable 
as well as the invisible and intangible aspects of life.  They 
are the creators of light and shadows, the spurs behind all 
emotions, the natural tie between the Heart, the Head, and 
the Stomach!
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3 . F             Sensorial Qualities “Erotism and Office Tabù”

The office design rule seems to be not to evoke any strong 
emotions.  Erotic emotions are certainly among those 
which are strictly forbidden!  Rigid behavioral and dress 
codes are an example of exactly this attempt to alienate 
any kind of “natural” human feelings.

The apartments in Pompei are as big as a hand, the Indian 
ruins which cover the coast of Malabar attest to the same 
system, and the YOJÕ-HAN room (the size of four and a 
half “tatami” mats) was that prefered by Japanese lovers.  
These great, voluptuous and wise peoples understood the 
issue very well.  Intimate feelings do not find freedom 
except in a very restricted space.  “Thus, Fanfarloʼs 
bedroom was very small, very low, filled with soft things 
which were perfumed and dangerous to touch; the air 
saturated by strange smells, made one want to die there 
slowly as in a hot greenhouse.  The light played in a ravel 
of lace and violet-colored fabrics.” (from Baudelaireʼs 
Fanfara).

If that which is described is in absolute terms the erotic 
site of the Baudelairian universe, then the office is without 
a doubt at the opposite pole.

Despite Batailleʼs affirmation that “erotism cannot 
be considered apart from the history of work”, it is 
rigorously denied in the office and anything which brings 
it to mind is carefully avoided!  A case in point is the use 
of textile in the office.  Since textiles are soft, and their 
sinuous folds recall intimate and sensual contexts, it is 
usually avoided.  When it appears, on the other hand, its 
inherent qualities are usually denied.  It is pulled tightly 
over easy-chairs or dividing panels or employed rigidly 
in vertical drapes whose coloration is neutral, calm, or 
even cold.  Even as regards light, the quality of air, odors 
and colors, the office design rule is to keep the emotional 
factor to a minimum.

However, Bataille also maintained that an essential aspect 
of erotism is to be found between established, cultural 
prohibitions and infractions.  In the context of love, every 
obstacle which is encountered adds value to the desired 
object as well as the very act of love.  It is therefore not 
surprising that the erotic imaginary is experienced as 
being a particularly intense transgression in the office.

What is of interest concerning this transgression is not 
so much its consumer/sensuality aspects as its eminently 
intellectual character.

According to Levi-Strauss, erotism is the semantic 
extension of sensuality which indicates the presence, 
deliberate or unconscious, of a sensual, behavioral nature, 
of clothing, language and communication.  Bataille 
underlines the autonomy between the erotic imaginary 

and the real act sustaining that “physical sensuality is to 
erotism as the brain is to thought”

Erotism in the office is made of imperceptible gestures and 
unequivocal glances, of ambiguous words and eloquent 
aromas.  It is that which mysteriously appears among 
unexpected transparencies and immediately disappears; that 
which we will never see but which we always dream about 
appearing.

To state it in Baudelaireʼs terms, the intensity of erotic 
imaginary is made of elements which are “almost 
frammable, ready to pass through the organic system, like 
prussic acid, to become as volatile as ether.”

It is the very extemporaneous and turbulent energy, the 
unforeseeable and very sweet involvement of the senses, 
which erotism evokes and which must be considered as the 
positive note of the office interior!
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3 . G  Sensorial Qualities “The Search for ‘Amenity’”

The physical setting has a direct effect on individual 
task performance and the work process as a whole.  If 
an investment in physical planning and design could 
be made that would favorably influence organizational 
effectiveness and therefore reduce personnel costs, total 
life-cycle costs could be substantially reduced.  Aspects 
of the physical setting have symbolic status value in 
organizations.  The work environment is therefore a 
significant factor affecting worker dissatisfaction.  Part 
of the built environmentʼs function is its capability of 
facilitating  the formation of social groupings, easing 
communication and movement, and providing desired 
levels of privacy.  The final functional aspect of the built 
environment is that of generating and maintaining mental 
and emotional states necessary for the “need” satisfaction 
by fulfilling symbolic, aesthetic, and ambient functions.

What most people really want and what status, money, 
and power serve as currency for is: affection, acceptance, 
a belief in their growth, and esteem!

Through the search for “Amenità” in the office 
environment we hope to rediscover some of those “lost” 
spatial qualities of the past.

There is something obscure in the origin of the word 
amenity.  It was probably borrowed from the Etruscan 
language and this renders it impenetrable (from many 
points of view) even in our days.

Over the centuries, it has taken on different meanings.

During the Renaissance, the Italian “leterati”, frequently 
used the term amenity to con note all that was pleasant, 
gay, gave joy to the senses and serenity to the spirit.  It 
was specifically applied to landscape and other sites as 

well.  The amenità of “a solitary, shaded, green pasture” 
which Lorenzo de Medici sought, and which approximately 
100 years later Tasso found again in the cave “of ivy and 
shadows and of sweet water amenities”, imply that a site 
has the ability to give pleasure to the senses (to all of them 
and not merely one) and through these provoke sweetness 
of the soul.  Initially, the senses are but a means to achieve 
a more intimate and profound joy.  Over the century 
this valence was lost.  Specifically, in the 19th century, 
attention was primarily given to exalting the senses.  In this 
period, therefore, amenità also became synonymous with 
ridiculous, superficial, facetious and contrary to that which 
is serious and grave.  Only recently, i a condition of social 
and economic well-being, as well as cultural and scientific 
renewal, amenity as been rediscovered in a way that is in 
keeping with its original connotation.

In English, the meaning of amenity has remained unchanged 
(in keeping with the Renaissance definition).  It is interesting 
to note that the use of this term began in the Victorian Era.

This was a period of wealth, colonial expansion, 
industrialization, the emergence of a new culture and 
therefore, from a certain perspective, comparable to the 
situation in Italy approximately 300 years before, during 
which the Renaissance meaning of term emerged.

Todayʼs office has surpassed the logic of an era which is 
typically industrial/production oriented.  It has gone through 
the need for an exclusively physical, environmental quality.  
The office is now ready for research concerning a profound 
quality which goes beyond simple, sensory perception.  A 
sense of “authentic” amenità has to be transferred to the 
office; a sense whose nature has provoked the creation of 
sublime architecture and perfect environments.  Our search 
for “amenità” is to seek that site which can “give joy to the 
senses and serenity to the spirit.”
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It is difficult to find the real origin of the office.  Some 
trace its birth to its etymological root in such words as 
bureau, bureaucratic, bureaucracy, etc; or to the “Bure”, 
which is that cloth which the medieval merchant used at 
the end of his day to cover his sales counter in order to 
start his administrative work.  If instead, the “soul” of 
the office is transferred from the commercial activity to 
the filing and management of information then its origin 
is found in the city of Ebla in Syria (3000 B.C.) where 
an archive system of perfectly conserved clay tables was 
found.

The first physical site which was actually conceived for 
the development of all those administrative functions can 
only be found, however, in the 16th century, when in the 
midst of the Italian Renaissance the De Medici family had 
the Palazzo degli Uffizi built in Florence.

Historical research always has noble roots.  In this case, 
however, one is made to wonder if this persistent search 
for the origin of the office which has recently grown is 
nothing more than an attempt to “ennoble” a concept that 
in reality appears unsatisfactory.  At the same time one 
immediately perceives the desire to understand the true 
essence of the office, its reason for being.

Never before has the search for a historical dignity of the 
office gone to such extremes, grasping to find reassuring 
connections between its origins and that which appears 
today.  The difficulty in finding a single and unquestionable 
root of the office is probably due to the fact that the real 
sense of the office is not easy to understand.  It concerns 
not so much the activities that take place there and the 
most suitable technologies to facilitate them but the way 
of meeting and the communication of the people who 
work there.

Another reason why the search for the origin of the 
office is so difficult is that this environment has never 
had a real, specific “culture”.  It has always reflected 
social phenomena, changes and crisis in other sectors 
without ever having found a path along which to run 
autonomously.

Just like on stage, every now and then, in the office 
different phrases concerning political powers, ideologies, 
and views of the world are “performed”.

The first buildings constructed to house offices follow 
the architectural model of religious power and trace 
a distribution scheme similar to that of a monastery.  
Substantially, they were individual spaces connected 
by long corridors: a concept which is identical to a 
monkʼs cell.  Office work is intended as an exclusively 

individualistic activity; one of reflection and commitment 
to be done.  It requires protection from all external 
“interference”, just like in praying!

Until the end of the 18th century this scheme will remain 
basically invariable.  It is only in the 19th century that its 
radical social modifications tend to bring more substantial 
mutations.

It is difficult to find the real origin of the office. Some 
trace its birth to its etymological root to the “Bure”, 
which is that cloth which the medieval merchant used at 
the end of his day to cover his sales counter in order to 
start his administrative work.
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Industrial power definitively supplanted religious power 
and industrial logic reflects itself in every political, 
social and cultural expression.  In 1967 Lewis Mumford 
in “The Myth of the Machine” writes: “Power, speed , 
motion, standardization, mass production, quantification, 
regimentation precision uniformity, astronomical 
regularity, control above all control – these became the 
passwords of modern society in the new Western style.”

The office as we know it, emblematic problem of the 
industrial era, has been conceived on the base of the 
password of Mumford.  The first offices which were really 
and exclusively conceived for this use came into being in 
Chicago at the end of the last century: on the outside, the 
skyscraper, the symbol of the prized workplace; within, 
the open-space, the representation of an extremely 
divided organizational model which resembles the factory 
assembly line.

In the first offices, in those enormous environments where 
hundreds of employees in neat rows produced the same 
work for an entire day, under the watchful eyes (“control”) 
of the boss, it is quite easy to see those passwords 
identified by Mumford.  It is always astonishing to 
consider that with a delay in regards to social, economic 
and cultural changes the office has remained the son of 
the “Myth of the Machine” and it has always continued 
to reflect, in its ideology and in its distribution that of the 
original industrial “cult”.

In the 60ʼs when for the first time in history the number 
of white-collar workers was about to exceed that of the 
blue-collar workers and when information was still based 
on paper supports, the office made a qualitative leap with 
the Bürolandschaft (Landscape Office).

The distribution of the office is no longer organized on 
the basis of an orthogonal grid but rather according to 
a system of small islands which appear disorganized 
and which correspond to work groups.  The flow of 
information dictates the configuration of work places 
and paper, its management and archiving, represents the 
central problem.  The most lively configuration is the 
democratizing ideology that prevails where everyone 
works together in identical workstation regardless of his 
hierarchical role.

But this is only a new “mask” and the substance beneath it 
does not change.  The layout of the work-station forms an 
assembly line of information and in spite of the apparent 
democracy, “control” continues to be the central element 
of this organization.

The paper management problem takes the upper hand 
over the needs of the people, so that the injurious effects 

of the lack of privacy of those who work there are not taken 
into consideration.  Human needs are dealt with exclusively 
from the physical well-being point of view and with an 
approach that is decidedly “scientific”.

Ergonomics is used as a means for measuring the 
qualitative level of the office but it dwells specifically 
upon anthropometry, on that which is measurable and 
quantifiable.  Not even the informatics office veered from 
the organizational scheme and from the industrial culture.
Technological development seems capable of revitalizing 
a by now asphyxiated office, but the mirage of Office 
Automation, which has the potential to free and surpass 
spatial/temporal limitations, is of brief duration.

Office Automation feeds the fantasy of the extinction of the 
office as physical space.
Telework attempts are failures.  The white collar worker 
does not tolerate isolation from others who are doing work 
similar to his.  Therefore, in spite of every prediction, offices 
continue to exist and are increasingly complex.

The paper, which was supposed to disappear with the advent 
of informatics, does not reduce its bulk and along with the 
paper management, the management of cables becomes the 
prime worry.  With scarce results, the wiring channels are 
integrated in the furnishings, ceilings, flooring and high and 
low walls which are euphemistically defined as “Movable 
Partitions” or Partition Walls.  In reality, despite its declared 
flexibility, office automation connotes a cold and aseptic 
rigidity.
The functionality of an electric grid, and the lack of 
necessity of personal interaction, given the fact that 
communication takes place almost exclusively by means 
of video, brings the office back to an orthogonal scheme.  
Since the disadvantages of a lack of privacy have already 
been evaluated in the productivity context, each workstation 
is guaranteed small walls which transform the open space 

Metaphoric “Open - plan office” from the exhibit “Work Encouters: 
domesticity in the office” at the Triennale di Milano 1990. (projected 
by Isao Hosoe, Ann Marinelli, Renata Sias, and enzo Vella, photo by 
Alessandro Gui)
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into an enormous, anonymous labyrinth.
However, positivist enthusiasm does not stop.  It is still the 
machine-an expert system which manages all equipment 
and office functions-at the base of the Intelligent Building.  
The so-called “Intelligent Building”, a hyper-specialized 
edifice whose façade symbolizes technological emphasis 
and whose interior proposes an anachronistic return to 
claustrophobic cells is created.  The cycle is closed.  From 
the skyscraper with its Open-space, to the Intelligent 
Building with its individual cubicles, the office remains 
trapped by industrial logic.  It modifies its paradigms but 
does not find a way out!

Robert Propst, some 
20 years ago, realized 
that the principal error 
of the office was that 
of not having gone in 
step with the evolution 
of the work which 
takes place there, 
thereby maintaining 
the conformation of 
the furnishings of a 
century ago.  

According to Propstʼs 
analysis, the office 
lacked flexibility, 
did not leave 
sufficient room to 
the individualism and 
creativity of those 
who worked there 
and was flattened 
into a sterile and 
arbitrary uniformity 
entrusting the only 
real differentiations to 
the most stereotypical status symbols.

A new conception of office furnishings was born of 
those considerations: the “Panel System” of dividing 
panels which may be equipped with work surfaces.  
Unfortunately, the innovative potential of this modality 
of flexible and creative furnishing was almost entirely 
nullified by managementʼs speculative logic which, 
among the advantages of the panel system saw only that 
of being able to concentrate a greater number of workers 
in the available space.

The same near-sighted logic of immediate profit also 
guided the introduction of Office Automation.  Once 
again, industrial logic was transported right away to the 
office.  Naively it was assumed that more people and more 

machines meant a higher productive level.  

While in the factory it is effectively possible to quantify 
productivity and verify the precision of investment and of 
changes, the main quality of the services sector, based on 
the management of a product which is not physical, makes 
this kind of comparison impossible!
Thus, after more than 20 years since the number of “white-
collars” exceeded the “blue-collars” no one seems really 
concerned with understanding the significance of the office 
and what relationship exists between the quality of the work 
environment, employee well-being, and productivity.

Only recently, first in the 
USA and subsequently 
in Europe, has the 
discomfort of those 
who work in the office 
become the topic of 
study.

In the USA and northern 
Europe offices made 
of open spaces which 
are subdivided into 
individual, multiple 
islands continue to 
exist.  Beside them 
are collective meeting 
spaces, which are not 
necessarily for work, 
such as cafeterias, gyms, 
etc.  These spaces are 
rendered more lively by 
the strong presence of 
tress, fountains sunlight, 
and artificial elements 
which should reproduce 
in the office the well-
being which is found in 

a natural environment.  The risk is that this type of artificial 
“scenography” represents only a reactive form towards the 
problem of the office more than the search for a specific 
office “culture”.

Introducing office automation equipment requires much 
more than the management of cables.  A really intelligent 
office requires above all a reconsideration of the intimate 
needs of those who occupy the space and an analysis of the 
profound need to communicate which is at the base of the 
office.

The most recent trends in the United States propose an 
office design for activity settings.  Offices which have 
“home bases”, personal territories which represent the root 

With scarce results, the wiring channels are integrated in the furnishings, ceilings, 
flooring, and high and low wals which are euphemistically defined as “Moveable 
partition walls”. - The problem of wiring from the exhibit “Work Encunters: 
domesticity in the office” at the Triennale di Milano 1990. (projected by Isao Hosoe, 
Ann Marinelli, Renata Sias, and Enzo Vella. Photo by Alessandro Gui)
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and identity of each individual.  There are private corners 
with minimal dimensions and equipment organized at 
the descretion of those who occupy them.  These are 
areas which look out on to common environments and 
equipment where one can compare and elaborate with 
ease the elements which emerge from the private spaces.

Certainly, this conception of office could create landscapes 
which are completely different from those which we 
live in.  in any event, so that innovation ideas are not 
impoverished by rigid structures, it is indispensable that 
they maintain in time a “breaking” quality and that they 
be entrusted to the most remote and authentic needs of 
humanity.  Only in this way will the office come out of the 
maze in which it is slowly deteriorating!

According to Propst s̓ analysis, the office lacked flexibility, did not 
leave sufficient room to the individualism and creativity of those who 
worked there and was flattened into a sterile and arbitrary unifomity. 
“Action Office System” designed by Robert Propst in 1996 and 
produced by Herman Miller. (Courtesy of a Foundation Kogei Zaidan)
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The industrial logic is so deeply rooted in our idea 
of office work that it can seem strange to us that 
civilizations far from the “Western Style” have 
succeeded in maintaining a culture of work which 
is different from ours.  Although at first it may seem 
anachronistic and paradoxical, it is exactly from this 
type of culture that we can get some stimulating 
clues for a new vital force in the office environment.

In an interesting treatise by Michel Panoff in 1977 
on work and what it represented for the MAENGE 
people in New Britain, a series of new concepts 
was described which are completely foreign to our 
Western Culture.

To our “unshakable” values of quantification, mass 
production, and speed, the MAENGE compare two 
canons of evaluation: the first and most important 
is the aesthetic one; the second concerns the 
capability of deep thinking and of foreseeing the 
events beyond the apparent surface.

On the base of these two criteria the MAENGE 
define work in four categories and give them a 
precise hierarchical value.

Lege - is the first definition in hierarchical 
importance and means dedicating love and all 
oneʼs thoughts to making the most beautiful 
garden.  The aim is not to produce more than the 
others but to make a garden with the utmost care 
using the maximum level of intelligence.

Kuma - has an inferior value o that of Lege 
because even if it might include work like cultivating 
the earth or cooking it implies the concept of a 
productive activity, thus the consumption of energy.

Vai - implies using the most suitable means for 
obtaining the purpose.  This finalistic vision brings 
the MAENGE to consider this type of activity Rather 
low on the scale of values.

Rave - which is still lower on the value scale, 
implies the concept of subtraction.  The MAENGE 
are also fishermen but the fishing activity, that is 
the “subtraction” of fish from the seas, does not 
deserve great admiration.  Those who fish more 
that necessary are scolded because subtraction 
is considered a vile action.  Even going to school 
to learn is considered subtracting knowledge from 
someone, thus the school is not looked on with 
respect.

For the MAENGE people giving is more important 

than taking.  Commerce is reserved for a limited 
number of people because this activity destroys the 
healthy concept of work and is dangerous to the 
population.

The MAENGE work only four hours a day and live 
joyfully in peace making the most beautiful gardens 
and using only those techniques and instruments that 
everyone knows how to use to perfection.

It is interesting to note that the hierarchical values 
attributed to work in the industrial society are contrary 
to those of the MAENGE. We prefer quantity to 
quality, subtraction to addition.  A good job does not 
mean making the most beautiful product, but earning 
the most money, that is, “subtracting” wealth from 
others!
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The intervention of information technology had a 
determining part in the changes which took place in the 
organization of work.  Work no longer implies, or at least 
not necessarily, a hand that operates with the exertion of 
great effort on a heavy, physical matter to be in some way 
transformed.  The material to be transformed is a “virtual” 
material-information-which offers new possibilities but 
also imposes some limits.  The office is the place where 
this new “immaterial” matter is manipulated.  Due to the 
very reason that this matter is “immaterial” that the office 
should no longer be subject to those logistic limits that the 
preceding conception of work imposed.

On one hand, in fact, we have the existential situation of 
the manager who is always on the move in airports, hotels, 
restaurants, or in transit with his personal computer which 
can be linked to his company and which is able to make 
ubiquitary decisions.

On the other hand, the new evidence shows that the office, 
like every environment, involves an appropriation and a 
way of life.  It is a process of “nest-building” on one side 
and a view of life and actions on the others, a Abraham 
Moles claims.

The total disappearance of the office does not happen, 
even if the means of communication could make it 
possible.  A force of attraction brings man to look for a 
place for meeting and direct confrontation. Work implies 
the need for physical closeness and direct and informal 
communication between individuals who perform the 
same activity.  Oppenheimer said that half of the activity 
of scientific research consisted in drinking tea with fellow 
colleagues.

The need to meet and its rituals has always existed, but 
in the past it remained in the background to other more 
pressing logistic needs.  Just in the moment that these 
needs fall the role of the office strengthens itself showing 
that its main reason for being is exactly that of allowing 
individual to come together and to perceive the humor of 
each single one or the spirit of the group.

One meets others for work and works in order to meet 
others.  The office, an environment specifically studied 
for this intent, must contemporarily present spaces which 
are suitable for individual concentration and spaces for 
the meeting, “virtual” spaces of information and spaces 
for the mediate interaction through communication 
means.

In spite of the virtuality of the matter treated, physicality has 
a fundamental role in the office.  The basic concepts of man 
and his intimate needs must be taken into great consideration 
in the planning and organization of the office.

Besides the need for play, as we have already explained 
in the introduction, which is the essential element in order 
to create a “culture”, it will be necessary to dwell upon 
other pivot points like territoriality and the modalities of 
meeting.

Since in every culture based on sociality there exist clear 
signs of role identifications and hierarchies, even the 
definition of status will have an important role in the office.

Meeting :

Today, the original sense of the word meeting is almost 
entirely lost.  When we say that we have to meet someone, 
we probably do not think of a conflict or a powerful 
competitiveness in his regard.  And yet, a work encounter, 
a meeting, often implies the kind of aggressivity which is 
typical of putting oneself “against” someone.  The places 
where these encounters take place seem to stimulate the 
conflict which the etymology of this word expresses.

Social relations are the only concrete reason why offices 
still exist in an era in which communication technology 
could become the substitute for physical meetings.  Due to 
this reason, it is indispensable that the meeting, its problems 
and its success, be considered the fulcrum of office design.

Over the centuries, sites have been created which reflect 
different encounter climates; public spaces where the 
atmosphere is alive, unstable and full of energy because it 
changes with the passage of time, of the climate and of the 
needs of those who experience them.

The ritual ablutions of the faithful before entering the Great Mosque in 
Mouassine, Marrocco. (photo by Bruno Barbey)
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The encounter implies, in any event, the concepts of 
interaction and exchange of different ideas.  During 
this act, people assume a precise behavioral code.  
When the meeting is not spontaneous, the participants 
tend to manifest conventional attitudes which are often 
stereotypical.

Whether the meeting is of a sentimental or work nature, 
it is preceded by a state of anxiety.  To diminish or deal 
with this state, the degree of formality of the meeting, the 
spatial configuration of the participants, excessive age 
differences, class difference will come into play.  Among 
the interesting data which emerges, it is worthwhile 
underlining the fundamental importance which the sense, 
and firstly eyesight, have in the encounter context.  The 
configuration of the environment and the disposition of 
furnishings can profoundly influence the attribution of 
leadership and the nature of the encounter.  For example, 
there are spaces which are devoted to social escape 
(socio-fugal) which are characterized by rigid barriers 

and configurations 
which do not allow 
for the exchange 
of glances; they 
do not encourage 
any form of human 
relationship.  To 
the contrary, 
spaces which are 
dedicated to social 
attraction (socio-
petal) stimulate the 
formation of small 
groups and face-to-
face situations such 
as the open-air cafe; 
the town square and the public bath.  As it has already 
been said.  It is precisely because this type of spontaneous 
environment has a conciliatory effect on encounters that 
it is commonplace for executives to hold their meetings 
increasingly on the golf course, during a meal, or in a 
sauna in order to reach decision with less tension.  This 
concept of a “non-official” meeting, which may be 
compared to confidential encounters in a place which 
provides pleasure, should be the principle objective in the 
office concept as well.

Territoriality :

Territoriality, a fundamental concept in the study of 
animal behavior, is the means whereby an organism 
affirms its rights on an area defending it against members 
of its species or other species.  In the case of humanity, 
territorial behavior is more flexible than in animals.

Stereotypical, aggressive, defensive and territory marking 
behavior is not verified.  But, as Lorenz underlined, the desire 
to “take possession” of a place is profound and represents 
the symbolic survival of ancient animal behavior.

Since humanity has gone beyond the relationship between 
territory and primary needs, territorial expressions may 
also have a social character.  Animals mark their territory 
to exclude while humanity marks territory also to greet.  
Within the social territory, however, humanity delimits its 
personal, private space which, in turn, must be respected by 
others.  It is interesting to note that the defense of privacy 
is present in all human cultures, even if in varying degrees 
and with characteristics which are different and typical of 
each country and social group.  Hall pointed out the cultural 
character of this space and defined it as a “personal bubble”- 
the ideal sphere with man at the center and a variable radius 
which is determined by a series of different factors.
Since privacy deals with certain elements of evolution 

which are fundamental 
to group life (self-
observation, identity 
definition, social 
comparison, etc.), 
tangible signs of 
imbalance due to 
lack of privacy are 
not limited only to an 
individual but rather 
are seen as having 
repercussions on the 
entire community.  The 
human territory varies 
not only according to 
size and functional 
complexity but also 

according to temporal dimensions.

It can be fixed or temporary, defined physically or 
symbolically or defined according to variable, interval 
times.  It has to do with people, objects and situations 
which transcend physical boundaries.  Territoriality is 
correlated to social hierarchy and status manifestations.  
Territorial invasions can be tolerated if they are legitimized 
by variations in power relationships within the group.  
However, it is difficult to accept violations of interpersonal 
boundaries.  The more severe the behavioral code in a 
location the more serious is the act of invasion.

Humanity anticipates these intrusions by means of symbolic 
markers.  They may be physical barriers (walls, doors, 
curtains) or personal objects which mark the presence of the 
individual and guarantee the use of a defined area (glasses, 
bags, newspapers).  However, we may also consider 
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Humanity anticipates the intrusion of personal territory by means of symbolic markes. 
They may be physical barriers (walls, doors, curtains) or personal objects which mark the 
presence of the individual. A piece of  sculpture by Hideotshi Nagasawa called “Flower 
Place” 1985 in which the fence is interpreted in many variations. (photo by Aldo Ballo)
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non-verbal behavior, such as a menacing glance or an 
aggressive gesture as territorial markers.

Goffman observes that one of man’s characteristics is that 
of differentiating his activity territories and separating his 
social roles.  In this way he can apply a mechanism of 
regulation of this overlapping of roles and the consequent 
conflicts and stress that could derive from it.

Altman proposed the distinction among primary, 
secondary and public territories.

Primary territories have to do with private, daily life and 
are strictly tied to defense and identity definition processes 
(the home).  Secondary territories are characterized by 
less exclusive use and have to do with activities tied to 
either subsistence or the habitation of other environments 
(work places or meeting places).  Public territories 
are characterized by free access which is regulated by 
conventional norms (roads and transportation).  There 
are, however, environments which comprise the three 
levels cited; the office is one of these.  To speak of 
domesticity in the office also means guaranteeing the 
territorial quality of the private space so that the public 
territory does not create conflicting situations.

Status :

The office status theme is one which best lends itself to 
humor, custom satire and the most bitter critiques.  In 
the 60’s, during the Landscape Office phase, an attempt 
was made to abolish all reference to status.  In spite of 
the absolute democratization and the presupposition 
of “limpid transparency”, life in those offices was not 
idyllic.

Everyone, not only the executives, denounced as primary 
defects the lack of privacy and the flattening of hierarchies.  
From then on things have completely changed.  Today we 
are witnessing a re-evaluation, at times an exhaltation, of 
all the potential symbols which define hierarchic levels.  
These are referred to with some humility and even irony, 
as often happens with an unsolved topic.

Status signs have to do with the position of the office 
within the building, the size office, the quality and size of 
the furniture, the extent of privacy, the presence of “filters” 
in controlling access and telephone communication, the 
extent to which one may personalize the environment and 
the optional services allowed him.

The status symbol is a powerful instrument of gratification 
for the person who achieves; it can also become 
incentive; it can also become incentive for others.  The 
principal paradox, however, springs from the incoherent 

relationship between identity and status and from an 
excessively stereotypical use of these symbols.  Status 
results from a culture which is based on sociability; for this 
reason it is almost impossible to deny it in the office.

In every culture and in every historical period, each position 
of power has had a space which represented it: the king’s 
throne at the top of a flight of stairs and at a level above all 
others who observed, is the most emblematic example.

There is something inhuman in wanting to eliminate the 
signs which identify the individual’s position.  But it is 
equally anxiety-producing to attribute dignity and value 
exclusively to certain status levels.  It is not accidental 
that the Anglosaxons used the Latin term status to define 
social position rather than the term condicio.  While a 
“condition” represents a temporary position, “status” points 
to a permanent way of being and is in juxtaposition to any 
notion of change.  The stereotypical symbols of a static, 
social position have been identified.  Those pertaining to a 
dynamic social position, which are often more vivacious, 
creative and genuine, have been ignored.

 It is the prerogative of the status symbol to establish a way of 
being, a memoire; that which establishes a fleeting condition 
is not subject to the judgment of others nor does it carry the 
weight of being an example to be followed.  The way to 
show status in the office is entirely quantitative because 
Western civilization is essentially quantitatively oriented.  
There are, however, cultures and organizations, above all 
those which are not characterized by a static nature, where 
that which is big is counterproductive.  Therefore, status 
signs have taken on more sophisticated forms, transforming 
themselves into abstract, symbolic elements.  The ranks 
on the military uniform or the medals of valour pinned on 
with pride are no more than very refined status symbols in a 
social structure based on movement and on change.

Even the nomadic life has the same characteristics and the 
same difficulties.  The tent of the tribe’s chief is recognized 
by its position and the refinement of its decoration.  The 
status symbols are characterized qualitatively more than 
quantitatively.



PLAYOFFICE Toward a new culture in the workplace

29/51

 An Office Culture   “A Nomadic Culture in the Office”4. E

“The hoe brings shame on the house”-Tuareg saying

Of all those Mumfordian passwords only movement 
has remained valid in today’s Western lifestyle.  The 
other words can, without effort, identify their opposites: 
complexity, qualification, lightness, personalization, etc.

Nevertheless, the office does not seem to grasp these 
changes and continues to re-propose typologies, 
organizations and forms for life in the work environment 
which are decidedly anachronistic.

We have already spoken about the nomadic life of 
the manager, always on the move with his computer 
“briefcase”.  Even if less extreme, the work life and 
often even the daily life of every individual of the so-
called post-industrial society is, in any case, based on 
continuous movements.  There was a time when nomadic 
civilizations had power and wealth.  Their way of life 
had made them excellent warriors and periodically they 
attacked cities in order to sack them.  The Great Wall of 
China was built specifically to prevent these raids and 
even the Pharaohs of Egypt built a similar form of defense 
on the Sinai.  Later on, the stable cultures took the upper 
hand and nomadism began to decline.  Nevertheless, even 
today, the Bedouins divide humanity into two groups: 
stable and nomad, and they have no doubts about which 
one of these types of life is superior!

Nomad life is freedom!  A stable one is slavery because 
it is “tied” to the earth.  Even in the Bible there are many 
references to the superiority of the nomad culture.

The freedom and well-being of the nomads depends 
on their ability to move.  Ever since they occupied the 
marginal areas of the world the nomads have undergone 
less remarkable transformations than the firmly established 
populations.  This depends on the fact that their ability to 
move has made up for the deep modifications that the 
permanent man had to carry out in order to guarantee the 
constant exploitation of the earth’s resources in the area in 
which they were settled.

The well-being of the nomad depends on his movement 
and consequent state of freedom and happiness that comes 
from it, regardless of the extremely difficult conditions 
of life to which he is exposed.  The forms of nomadism 
differ enormously all over the world but the condition 
which by itself universally determined this type of life 
is the lack of water.  The nomadic lands : arctic tundra, 

taiga, steppe or desert, are dry!

What does all of this have to do with the office?  It might 
seem out of place to imagine the desert as a metaphor of 
the post-industrial work environment and of nomadism as 
a possible form not only of adaption but above all of well-
being of the individual.

In reality, more than any other environment, the office 
is a hybrid between real and virtual; a meeting point 
of information flow; the most emblematic place of the 
“threshold” between physical space and simulated reality.  
For this reason, more than in functional areas or in 
specialized environments, the office should dedicate more 
attention and energy to the quality of the threshold.  We will 
treat this topic in greater depth in a specific chapter.

Even Geroges Perec claims that: “living is going from one 
space to another trying not to get hurt”.  Who can better 
teach us how we can “not get hurt” in our daily movements 
than the nomads?

And who, better than the nomads, can teach us a symbolic 
alphabet which gives depth and cultural meaning to a life 
without roots?

Today, thanks to technology, the offices have a potential 
of flexibility and freedom that they had never known.  A 
cable runs along the perimeter of the office and every 
employee can “plug into” this network in any point of the 
building.  The real fulcrum of the office is the information 
and in whatever point it becomes accessible with maximum 
simplicity.

Any point in the building can virtually be private where 
one can elaborate the information available or it can be the 
meeting zone where one can discuss this information with 

Nomad life is freedom. A stadle one is slavery because it is “tied” to the 
heart. Even in the Bible there are many references to the superiority of the 
nomad culture. Nomadic tent in Mali. (photo by Roberto Sias)
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others.  All of the infra-structures of the office must adapt 
themselves to this potential freedom: from the company 
organization of the furnishings, to the layout of the space, 
to the logic of he who lives in these spaces.

Permanent logic, typical of our culture, is shown to be too 
rigid and does not adapt itself easily to this new reality.  
The path to follow for this new equilibrium passes 
through research and the understanding of old cultural 
values which have been valid for thousands of years, 
but which in a very short time have been violently wiped 
away from the “industrial civilization”.

For example, the ability of definition of symbolic 
territories has been replaced by an extremely rational and 
stereotypical language with which to delimit exclusively 
functional activities.  In the same manner, any activity or 
technology not directly tied to productivity has assumed 
a negative value.
On the other hand in nomadic cultures, aesthetic pleasures, 
the enjoyment of ornament and of “futile” activities all 
find refined ways of expressing themselves.  It reaches its 
peak of expression perhaps when integrated in the person 
so as not to be in the way of his movements.

The African MASAAI are noted all over the world for 
the amount of time and attention they dedicate to these 
activities connected with decoration.  The men spend 
a lot of time creating elaborate hairstyles made of 
fine braids.  The shields and arms of the warriors are 
delicately chiseled.  Even objects of common use, like 
the shepherd’s stick is the result of a search for a piece of 
wood with the most original form, perfect smoothness, 
and a few identifying signs.

The greatest personalization is obtained with jewelry 
made of muti-colored glass beads, shells, and any other 
pretty object that nature has to offer.  The women spend 
most of the day making this jewelry; they then offer these 
jewels to the men since this ritual of reciprocal exchange 
is an important aspect of the MASAAI culture.

Their dress is only a piece of torn cloth held by a clasp, 
but it acquires an exceptional elegance thanks to the 
variety of jewels and hairstyles worn with it.

The personal expression of every individual passes 
through his jewelry and the decorations on his skin.  No 
MASAAI would ever renounce these “superfluous” aspects 
in order to dedicate himself to other more “productive” 
activities.  Probably, on the contrary, productive activities 
like sheep-rearing or war would lose their sense if they 
were not supported by this deep-rooted form of culture.

In the same way we can think about the productive 

activities in an office being supported by a new work culture 
based also on “ superfluous” aspects of living together the 
work environment.  A culture which is far from the ways 
and logic of appropriation and stereotypical definition of 
the physical place or work.  Independently from these 
direct examples that many nomadic populations can give 
us, nomadism means above all a logic of life and a different 
culture.
For several years a line thought developed chiefly by some 
French philosophers proposed a revaluation of the nomadic 
culture in the post-industrial era.  Deleuze claims: “we 
must think about ourselves like a desert, but populated by 
tribes; a space which is deterritorialized where meetings 
can be improvised.”…”Creativity is found in the middle, it 
pushes through the middle…  The nomads are always in the 
middle.  The steppe grows in the middle, it is between the 
great forests and the great empires.  Making one’s thoughts 
a powerful nomad does not necessarily mean moving, but 
shaking the model of the state apparatus, the idol or the 
image which hangs over thought.”

In this vision of the nomad “interface” between the forests 
and the great empires, in its ability to interfere with the 
stable security of the state apparatus, is another aspect of 
this culture which is extremely interesting.

The role of the nomad becomes, therefore, for some aspects 
similar to that of the Trickster of which we will speak 
about in greater detail in the last chapter.  So the nomad, 
like the Trickster, has the task of producing a positive and 
creative effect of “disturbance” in the static and apathetic 
organization of our offices.

We can imagine the desert as a metaphor of the post-industrial work 
environment and nomadism as a possible form not only of adaption but 
above all of  well-being of the individual.
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Baldini:
Cordiality of the street wins over egoism of the home, 
care-freeness of the sidewalk wins over the diffidence of 
the domestic roof.

DʼAnnunzio:
He who lives out of every era and out of every social 
order…Has lost the memory of his homely past, the 
notion of his civic state, the sense of domesticity.

Payne:
ʻMid pleasure and palaces though we may roam, be it 
ever so humble, thereʼs no place like home.

Emerson:
I now require this of all pictures, that they domesticate 
me, not that they dazzle me.

Michizane;
When the East Wind blows you give out your perfume my 
prune tree blossom.  Even if your master is not with you, 
you donʼt forget it is Spring.

Most people would rather stay at home than in their 
office.  It is an obvious an undebatable fact which has 
been accepted as a sort of “axiom” for a long time.  But 
is it necessarily true?  Letʼs take a better look at todayʼs 
situation.

Since feeling at ease in an environment also means taking 

greater pleasure in performing the normal activities in that 
context the theme of “domesticity” has recently acquired 
greater relevance and importance in the work environment.

By domesticity in the office we mean the opportunity 
to create around each employee his or her own intimate 
territory of well-being, made up of elements and symbols 
belonging to the personal and private sphere, so that the 
individual may “feel at home” and work with pleasure.

What frequently happens when a subject which is deep 
and rich in meanings suddenly becomes trendy is that the 
concept may turn quite banal.  In the case of domesticity, 
its originally faceted meaning has been flattened into the 
connotation of a floral damask fabric covering the partition 
panels, of a crystal chandelier hanging over the meeting 
table or of the childrenʼs pictures on display on the desk.

Domesticity is something much more complex!  It has 
remote and distinct roots for each culture.  We may search 
for its symbolic values and transfer them into the office, thus 
providing it with a new vital lymph.  It is worth pointing out, 
however, that this means neither simulating the home nor 
confusing the roles each one plays within the company he or 
she works for with his role within the family.

On this precise subject Erving Goffman observed that man 
tends to acquire different behavioral models corresponding 
to the different roles he plays in the context where he lives.  
It is therefore essential for man to divide the “role” he plays.  

By domesticity in the office we mean the opportunity to create around each employee his or her own 
intimate territory of well-being, made up of elements and symbols belonging to the personal and private 
sphere, so that the individual may “feel at home” and work with pleasaure. “The office of Wilhelm 
Grimm” by Moritz Hoffmann, Berlin 1860.
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A possible overlapping of roles, in fact, creates conflicts 
and stressful situations for those involved.  The very 
fact of being able to differentiate activity territories and 
separate social roles is actually a regulatory mechanism.  
In other words, there might be a father, esteemed and 
respected in the role he plays in the family, but who is 
underestimated in a second-rate and frustrating position 
in the company.  There might be a daughter, treated like 
an “eternal child”, incapable of decision making in the 
domestic environment who, on the other hand, has a 
profession involving responsibilities.  Confusing these 
different social positions could result in extremely strong 
conflicts and, consequently be harmful and definitely 
unproductive.

Thus, “feeling at home” in the office does not imply 
wishing or needing to feel the same person in both 
environments.  The elements of domesticity that may 
be transferred into the office should be looked for in 
the symbols and different meanings of the term itself.  
The quotations cited at the beginning of Italian, English 
and Japanese origin give evidence to a few of the many 
meanings the word “domesticity” can express.  In a few 
of its meanings, for example that of a well-known or 
reassuring element or in that of belonging to a social 
group, “domesticity” can be easily introduced in the work 
environment.  With the meaning of closure or distrust 
towards the outside world or as a daily and repetitive 
reality, or as the frustration of a potential wilderness, 
“domesticity” would produce the opposite effect.

In any case, it is best to remember that even if it can be 
reassuring at times, a well-known or familiar object can 
also generate indifference and boredom.  It is in fact its 
lack of rarity and mystery that makes it uninteresting 
and commonplace.  Even he who loves his own home 
feels a desire travel and the lure of an adventure in a 
different continent!  After all, the wild behavior of the 
ferocious wolf of the steppe is much more stimulating and 
interesting to observe than the docile and gentle behavior 
of the little lap dog.

It all comes down to searching for signs of domesticity in 
different cultures which are more akin to the philosophy 
of the work environment.  These signs must be then 
filtered and removed from their original context while 
keeping intact their initial value.  By doing so we can 
create an atmosphere which is intense and surprising but 
never alarming because it has preserved the roots of that 
archetypical sense of security that the home, in every 
culture and civilization, represents.
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In the Western culture the term “domesticity” is strictly 
tied to its etymological origin: the Latin domus.  It is 
not fortuitous that the domus is the one typology of the 
many existent in ancient Rome which was geographically 
diffused and which remained rooted in the common way 
of understanding the “house”.

One type of residence in ancient Rome which is very 
interesting and vivacious is the insula.  It is a multi-
family construction with windows and terraces organized 
on several floors with the ground level reserved for 
commercial activities.  These were popular buildings, 
constructed with materials which were poor and easily 
subject to deterioration.  A light earthquake or fire would 
be sufficient to raze the construction to the ground and 
require it to be replaced with another similar one.  There 
are no longer traces of this architectural typology, in 
fact.  In our daily concept of domesticity, we have lost 
the concept of the inter-relationship between different 
family nuclei, the non-separation between public and 
private, the osmosis between the domestic space and the 
commercial one, and the sense of 
the ephemeral and replaceable.

The domus, with its etymological 
impression in our philosophy of 
domesticity, has inevitably laid 
down its characteristics.  They 
are in fact, in many ways opposite 
from those of the insula.  Strong, 
thick walls define the limits of the 
domus: a one floored, single-family 
dwelling with a square layout.  
Every room is surrounded by 
walls in masonry and corresponds 
o a precise function.  All of the 
rooms are arranged around one 
or more courtyards and the first 
of which is reached by passing 
through an atrium.  They were 
very comfortable dwellings, some 
with thermal baths and recreation 
rooms which were exclusively for 
family use.

The rooms had apertures only 
towards the inside courtyards and 
never towards the street.  Once 
inside the domus, in fact, the 
world outside was completely 
forgotten.  Although domestic life 
is principally carried out in the 
open air, under the colonnade of 
the peristyles, nothing extraneous 
to the family could interfere with 

its ménage.

The symbolic value of the interior of the home is further 
emphasized by the spatial hierarchy that the alter of the 
Penates, the protective gods of the domus, sanctioned.  The 
most central part is the “heart” of the domus and it guards 
the sacred altar, while all of the other chambers represent the 
“periphery”.  Between this and the city the only possibility 
for communication is through courtyards which act as a 
filter from a single entrance door.  The solid perimetrical 
walls not only trace an insuperable barrier between “inside” 
and “outside”, but imply an idea of fixity that is difficult 
to get rid of.  The domus represents the roots of the family 
in a locality and its structure is made to last an eternity.  
The Latin house is made to be handed down to posterity 
generation after generation, full of symbols and family 
memories and these descendants are expected to take care 
of it.  Perhaps it is this characteristic of handing down real 
estate that sharpens one’s distrust towards strangers (who 
appear as possible invaders of those precious good) that 
makes our sense of property so strong.

Those massive, pointed stone 
walls, hostile to that which is alien, 
become the most heart-felt concept 
of protection.  Even if there have 
been some modifications through 
the centuries, the meaning and the 
typology of the house which has 
arrived at out times does not differ 
so very much from the original 
model.  Squared-off walls still 
separate us from the outside and 
limit the functions on the inside 
making it almost impossible to use 
the spaces in a way different from 
that forseen.  The house is a place of 
memories, of roots, of warmth and 
security as opposed to the “cold” 

Strong, thick walls define the limits of the 
domus: a one floored, single-family dwelling 
with a square layout. Every room is surronded 
by walls in masonry and correspond to a 
precise function. Typical floor plans of an 
ancient Latin domus.

  1. entrance
  2. lobby
  3. atrium
  4. wings which open the atrium
  5. garden
  6. dining-room
  7. picture gallery
  8. small courtyard surronded by arcades
  9. bedroom
10. kitchen
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outside of the wild and averse nature.
Given these presuppositions the question comes to mind:
…  How much does the concept of domesticity have in 
common with the office?  And… How productive can 
it be to prime these values in the work environment?  
The office is made up essentially of communication.  
Communication within and with the outside, a movement 
of people and objects, of spatial and mental flexibility, of 
openness towards the idea of others and the capacity of 
group work.

Today’s white collar worker, who is a city dweller, 
probably considers these domestic values anachronistic 
and disturbing.  These values, in fact, have been handed 
down in the Western world for thousands of years.  
His model of life is made of rapid movements in the 
metropolitan territory.  In order to reach his place of work 
in the morning and his home in the evening he spends a 
large amount of his time and energy.  Frequently he has 
to travel for work or for pleasure from one continent to 
another.  Even his work life is dominated by mobility.  
It is quite common for him to change his role in the 
company or change jobs completely in search of career 
advancement or economic improvement.  Even within the 
company itself changes are continuous and unexpected.  
Technology evolves so quickly and with it so does the 
organization of the work and the layout of the spaces.  
No-one is astonished to have to change (with or without 
notice) his own desk to be put into a different work group 
or another office.  When the needs change an office 
which was conceived as open-space can be transformed 
in a matter of a few hours in a cellular environment or 
vice versa.  The employee must live this lack of “roots” 
without stress, he must know how to find reassuring 
elements which have nothing to do with the fixity of the 
space.

The concept of the metropolitan nomad as an emerging 
social figure of the post-industrial era has already made 
its way in the world.  It is a matter of helping him to create 
a new “symbolism” of domesticity, one that is closer to 
the daily realities and more effective in establishing a 
solid personal identity.  Other civilizations, other cultures, 
other countries can give us some hints for it.
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The pioneer of America could not certainly carry over the 
concept of Domesticity of his ancestors to his “new” way 
of living!  A log cabin was built there where the nature 
seemed the most favorable, but if the conditions changed 
the pioneer would not ginger.  He would gather up his 
furnishings and family and without any further delay he 
moved West in search of better land.  While traveling his 
home became the covered wagon and then a new log 
cabin would be built on the homeland.  This new home 
would protect him and his family from enemies and wild 
animals, but at the same time the cracks between the logs, 
even before the windows, allowed them to see what was 
happening outside.

The walls of the house never had the connotation of 
closure or reclusion which characterized the European 
wall.  On the contrary, the wall represented protection and 
gave the advantage of being able to observe the others and 
if need be organize a defense plan, without being seen!

This particular way of life could possibly explain why 
the Americans can work facing the wall without any 
sense of uneasiness.  On the other hand, Europeans can 
rarely, and in any case without a deep sense of discomfort, 
tolerate a similar situation.  Even the acceptancy of the 
partition wall in today’s American offices, as opposed to 
the reluctancy of Europeans to do the same, could find 
its origin in the fact that Americans are in the habit of 
building their homes in material that is subject to wear 
and tear and thus needs to be substituted when necessary 
or even abandoned for a better one!

The walls of the house never had the connotaction of closure or reclusion 
which characterized the European wall. On the contrary, the wall 
represented protecion and gave the advantage of being able to observe the 
others and if need be organize a defence plan, without being seen.
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As synthesized with great poetry in the phrase of 
Michizane: Japanese domesticity is not tied to physical 
eternal objects but rather to ephemeral elements and 
to sensorial perception which brings about a deep 
sentimental involvement.

Michizane, a political refugee, is sadly made to recall his 
home, and his country, through the breath of wind from 
the East in springtime.  The symbol of domesticity is the 
sweet smell of the plum trees in bloom in his garden, the 
charges that nature reserves for the various seasons.  They 
are elements which are soft and impalpable, instead of 
hard and tangible.  In the Japanese culture it is almost 
impossible to separate the concept of home from the 
concept of nature in which it is harmoniously included.

Moreover, the Japanese culture of domesticity is much 
more inclined to movement and change.

The traditional house is characterized by a polyfunctional 
space that adapts itself to all of the functions that are 
carried out there.  The sliding partition walls have the task 
of dividing the areas, but they do not cut out sounds, they 
do not exclude the outside.  The passage between outside 
and inside is gradual through the use of different materials: 
from the earth of the garden, to the pebbles of the border, 
to the wood of the elevated walkway, to the straw of the 
tatami mats.  The house extends itself to the outside and 
to nature through the ample roof and passageways.  When 
the perimetrical walls are open it is indeed difficult to 
define a precise boundary line.  Perhaps the entrance to 
the home is determined more by the ritual of removing 
one’s shoes than by any real physical barrier.

The barriers can be many : the hedge the interwoven 
bamboo grating, the wood or paper walls, the cloth of 
the noren lightly waving in the air, etc., but none of 
them really “close”.  All of them allow some degree of 
transparency.  They let you see and hear beyond and also 
to be seen and heard!

The structure is not all that solid to last an eternity.  Every 
now and then some old worn parts are substituted with 
fresh and fragrant materials and give the house a new 
smell as well as a new finish.  The materials are not 
usually chosen for their durability but for their sensorial 
quality.

In the West the construction of a house is a kind of 
declaration of war against the elements of time.  Materials 

are chosen which are known for their resistance and which 
show few signs of ageing.  But in a country in which even 
the most precious temples have been rebuilt many times 
over and over as time consumed them, nobody would be 
frightened by the idea of having to substitute the tatami 
mats every year!

One must not think, however, that the sense of domesticity, 
which is characterized by these transparencies and by these 
ephemeral and transitory delimitations, is not deeply rooted 
in the Japanese culture.  The centripetal force of the soft, 
warn heat of the kotatsu, around which family and friends 
sit around together, represents a place of meeting and of 
intimate communication and is perhaps the focal element 
which leads to an ideal “center” of the home.

The structure of the traditional Japanese house is not all solid to last an 
eternity; the materials are not usually chosen for their durability but for 
their sensorial quality. The barriers can be many, but none of them really 
“close”. All of them allow some degree of trasparency.

In the japanese culture it is almost impossible to separate the concep of 
home from the concept of nature in which it is harmoniously included.
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The sense of 
centralization in the 
nomadic residence 
paradoxically takes 
one towards the 
outside of the home 
itself.  In the Tuareg 
camps as well as in 
other African tribal 
settlements, the tents 
are placed i a circe 
with a large open 
area in the center.  
This area becomes 
the “theater” of the 

tribe’s social life where all group domestic activities 
are performed and where meetings occur.  Together the 
women heap the millet, tan the skins, or dry the fish while 
around them the children, depending on their age, play or 
help in the work, or are firmly wrapped to their mother’s 
backs.  Even the domestic objects come outside: they can 
be mats, cushions, wooden head-rests, camel saddles and 
a few pieces of furnishings.

Like the tent, even its furnishings have to be lightweight, 
not cumbersome, and easily transportable during their 
frequent changes from one place to another.  A new 
tent means a new family and it lasts more or less the 
life of he who makes it.  When necessary, portions of 
the coverings may be substituted.  If the area is rich in 
wood, the structure itself may be left behind when the 
caravan moves on.  Sometimes the poles that make up 
the structure are tied together in a bundle, and the cloth 
or skins of the covering are rolled up like a carpet.  The 
loom which is made of only a few pieces is rolled inside 
the fabric which is being made, the cushions are emptied 
of their straw filling, and all of the house is packed on the 
camel.
The desert crossing now begins!  In spite of the absolute 
lack of domestic “roots”, the aesthetic aspect and the 
decoration of the tent in African, as well as in other 
countries, are not in any way neglected.  Rich geometrical 
designs are cut and colored on the cushions and on the 
hollow gourds which act as vessels.  The mats and 
baskets are made with different shades of straw thus 
obtaining decorative motives.  In the most important 
tents, moreover, the inner structure is completely covered 
with small bunches of multi-colored leather strips which 
move in the wind and keep the evil spirits away.

In a culture where the 
principal qualities are 
lightness and ease of 
movement, even the 
symbols of domesticity 
and social hierarchical 
position follow these 
rules.  The tribe’s 
chief will have the 
most spacious tent, 
but nothing bigger or 
heavier than any of the 
other members of the 
tribe.  To indicate his 
role there will be the 

richness of decoration, because the symbolic alphabet of the 
nomads follows the logic of quality not quantity.  Another 
characteristic of the nomad domesticity is the absolute lack 
of rigid surfaces and right angles.

One is always in contact with soft surfaces: sand, mats, 
cushions on the round, or cloth and skins like a covering or 
delimiting a zone.  
The proverbial “roof over one’s head” or “the four walls” 
which for Western cultures represents the essence of 
domestic protection are seen by the nomads as something 
which is absolutely insecure and dangerous!  Even in the 
populations which have become permanently settled, and 
who live in houses of clay or masonry, the habit of covering 
the floor, the walls, and ceiling with multi-colored cloth has 
remained.  They do this to attenuate the unassuring rigidity 
of the surfaces and reinstate a bit of the domestic softness of 
the tent in that sharp-edged cube.  The qualities of the fabrics 
do not end here.  The width of the fabric is the maximum 
obtainable on the loom and constitute the “modular unity” 
of the tent.  The fabrics sewn together are made from goat’s 
wool.  For the covering of the tent a very close woof is 
used, this offers a fairly good protection in case of rain (the 
woolen yarn swells up when it gets wet!)

But for the walls a wider woof is used to allow the heat of 
the heat of the inside to disperse and lets one see outside.
Usually the wall fabrics are kept down to defend their 
privacy and protect them from the sand and wind, however, 
when it is very hot, they can be transformed into sunshades.  
It is the only element of definition of a domestic nucleus that 
has no real boundaries with the outside.

The lateral screens can also be moved towards the side 
where the wind is blowing and create a series of different 

Even the domestic objects come outside: they can be mats, cushions, wooden head-rests, 
camel saddles and a few pieces of furnishings. Village in Senegal (photo by Renata Sias)
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closures by hanging them outside on ropes.  A dividing 
screen separates even the women’s quarters from the 
men’s and it is interesting to note that it carries the 
most elaborate interwoven designs, especially on the 
part which is exposed to the outside.  The decoration in 
this case has also the function of identifying this area: it 
indicates the “official” entrance through which “foreign” 
individuals must pass.  This screen is always kept in sight, 
but when the weather is bad, it is hung on the inside and 
completely closes the women’s quarters.  Even a very 
simple curtain-screen, like other elements of the tent can 
assume numerous meanings: it protects, delimits, signals, 
decorates, indicates.

The polyfunctionality and versatility of the elements 
that make up the tent are in fact, the main character of 
nomadic domesticity independently from the country of 
origin or geographic conditions.
Mongolian nomads, for example, wet down the felts with 
which their houses are built so that when they freeze 
they can be transformed into sleighs and can easily carry 
the poles and everything else that makes up the house.  
Thereby, their houses can be transformed into a means of 
transportation as well!

CONCLUSIONS:
From the various examples of Domesticity refered to, 
it is possible to draw a series of interesting design cues 
for the office.  Other cues can also come from the house 
typologies in other cultures: the Portuguese patio, the 
floating houses in Thailand, or the Dogon pilebuilt 
dwelling.

It is a matter of finding elements of a common vision of the 
world between these cultures and that which dominates in 
the large offices of international corporations.  There is 
no centralized “sacred” place in the headquarters.  The 
Penates of the office: that which gives values to the site, 
is communication.  Since communication has no roots, 
but it is more similar to air, aperture, and meeting, let us 
in spire ourselves with something other than the Domus 
for a “new” office planning!
The office can be freed from repetition, from obsession 
with its squared-off modules, from its stereotypical 
symbols of status, from its enclosures which become 
oppressive, and from its excessive openings which deny 
any form of privacy.

Flexibility and Functionality, key words for office 
planning, can be put into effect, creating a pleasant and 
reassuring environment for the worker.  This is possible, 
however, only if these key words stop being abstract terms 
and try to find expressive forms in the civilizations which 
have integrated them in their own sense of domesticity for 
thousands of years.

The soft richness of the dwellings, the nuances of colors, and the pattern 
created in their non-orthogonal layout are important features in this 
nomad camp.
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An analysis of a few words which do not find their 
collocation in our present day scientific culture could 
bring us to an identification of several guiding concepts 
for the future.

The hypothesis that “tabù” words in one culture can 
represent guiding concepts for future cultures is an 
intriguing possibility.  In the industrial civilization of the 
Western world the words: “Sfumatura”, “Effimero”, and 
“Turbolenza” have acquired almost negative meanings.

The first word, “Sfumatura”, means nuance or graduation.  
It is a word that is present in Latin cultures (Italian, 
Spanish, Portuguese, French) but strangely enough 
absent from the German and English cultures, that is, 
those which lead the world in the science and technology 
field.  It is fascinating and somewhat mysterious that even 
in the concept of “nuance” has no terrain.  “Sfumatura” 
is associated with the idea of ambiguity, a diffusion, 
a blurring of edges, as in the transition from public to 
private space upon entering certain buildings.  It is in 
strict contrast with the unwavering certainty of “yes” and 
“no” and the binary language of computers.

But it is easy to see that behind a logic based on two 
values, there is the absence of meditation, the incapacity 
or the lack of will to consider the intermediate values or 
nuances, like that which happens in the linguistics of 
colors.  This absence of “sfumatura” dominant in the 
binary thought is the experience of the Desert people.  
For them the four seasons do not exist, their geographical 
position makes spring little different from fall, and the 
difference between summer and winter is often less 
accentuated than the mutation between night and day.  In 
place of the large seasonal rhythm which frames the small 
rhythm of the days the Desert man has come to know the 
alternation between day and night.

Not in the same way, it seems, did the Greek man 
perceive the time of the year, but his land was not sterile 
and it was crossed by many rivers.  From a manualistic 
point of view it is easy to make a comparison between the 
two cultures.  The Greek world elaborated a polytheistic 
religion while the desert people developed a monotheistic 
vision.  The difference, in fact, is that which runs between 
a logic based on more values and a logic in which only 
two exist: the Binary Logic.  One can that the logic of 
two values greatly simplifies the dealing with complex 
problems, but it is also true that it speaks a language in 
which the complex is difficult to distinguish from the 

simple because, at whatever stage of its application, the 
elaboration always takes place in binary terms.

The problem regards our industrial society which has 
invested largely in this logic both on a technological and 
ideological level.  The digital logic, which is so diffused, 
creates a desert scene and the “sfumatura” enters only as an 
episode of corruption, malfunction, or alteration.

The digital logic does not distinguish time, because time 
cannot be distinct or memorized according to two values: 
it requires a “sfumatura”.  It is perhaps for this reason that 
complaints about a “memory gap” have appeared and are 
expanding in our cities gradually as time passes.  Man’s 
memory is always based on values of an analogical type, 
and in which we cannot make abstractions about growth 

The gradual change from pebbles...to pebbles and water...to water. 
(photo by Takeji Iwamiya)

“Stream” office partition system designed by Isao Hosoe with Masaya 
Hashimoto, Ann Marinelli, Alessio Pozzoli, for SACEA, Italy 1989. 
“Stream” is oriented towards three services: the structural/functional 
service; the environmental service; and the sensory service. “Stream” 
is trasparency and lightness of a wall with “air-light” closure, or a 
“virtual” division of the space, or a “threshold” from one space to 
another.
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continuity.

The “Sfumatura” should be considered not so much as an 
interval between two values but as the value itself.  This 
meaning can be repurposed to the post-industrial society 
which by looking back can look for their “lost” memory.

Even for them today, the alternative between form and 
content is valid.  The question, therefore, is whether the 
binary logic is more important, or the interval contained 
within it in which one can “keep” the contents.

The second word “Effimero” (ephemeral) implies a 
notion of change and fragility, and is in complete conflict 
with the solid “eternal” products that industrial society 
holds so dear.  Nobody in marketing ever theories about 
short-livedness or diminution, sadly enough.  Yet these 
qualities characterize such carefully designed events 
as the Japanese Tea Ceremony where the transience of 
the steam and the aroma are everything!  Our culture 
is dominated by the desire to possess and for eternity.  
Therefore, the ephemeral, which represents the brevity of 
life, is considered tabù.

There are various images which can help us to visualize 
the ephemeral: movement, metamorphosis, the possibility 
for change,

The ephemeral of the Western cultures is different from 
the ephemeral of Japan.  In observing the phenomena 
of nature, and its transformation the Western man has 
conceived the “effimero” as a skeptical shadow projected 
on nature and man, from nature to man.  The “ephemeral” 
was and seems to be a kind of “last word”, and for the 
Western man the last word is that of Death!  

Instead of drawing from nature and its growth and 
mutation, the Western man has reacted to birth and death 
when related to nature as processes of incompleteness, of 
transience, and of the ephemeral.

The falling petals of fruit trees is interpreted as a sign of 
the end, and as a creator of incompleteness.

But in Japan the budding of the plum tree flower (Ume) 
is appreciated as the beginning of spring, and in the 
same way the falling of its petals is loved as a sign of 
the growth of the fruit, which in itself is a sign of greater 
accomplishment.

Every art, and this can be understood by looking at a 
Japanese garden, is an art which finds its most difficult 
moment in finishing.  That which is not perfect is in fact 
that which has not been finished.  But in order to finish 

A lattice window.

Another example of the ephemeral can be seen in this “Hebi” 
lamp designed by Isao Hosoe in 1969 in which the pure flexibility 
of the arm and maximum degree of freedom was worked into an 
analogical design. “Hebi” is produced by Valenti, Italy.
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nothing is better than the forms offered by nature in which 
everything finds its perfection.  The signs created by man 
therefore, introduce greater incompleteness, or one can 
say that they introduce an “artificial” perfection.

The Ephemeral remains one of the most interesting poles 
in the activity of the designer.  It is a dimension that has 
been unjustifiably overlooked in the Western habitat.

The third word “Turbolenza” (turbulence) is used when 
talking of a disturbing action or activity that escapes 
from the control of society but which society cannot do 
without on account of its vital creative function.  It is that 
unexpected thing that just happens! It is a stimulant!  It is 
a surprise that makes you smile!

Let’s look a moment at the island of Manhattan in New 
York which is characterized by a rigid Cartesian grid 
(avenues crossed at 90’ angles by streets).  There is 
just one street, Broadway, which violates this regular 
structure and creates different angles in relationship to the 
surrounding streets.  Broadway is a prime example of a 
“positive” defect.

While strolling down Broadway, in fact, the following 
questions come to mind: “What makes this street such 
an attraction?”  “Why has it become the gathering place 
of the most original shops, the most avant-garde theaters, 
and continuous activity?”  Could it be on account of its 
turbulence’ that it has become a kind of landmark, easily 
distinguishable from the other rigidly constructed streets 
and avenues?

A curious fact about Broadway is its origin.  As one 
would expect, it was not planned at the same time as the 
overlapping Cartesian grid system of the city but has a 
much earlier origin.  It was the first “street” in Manhattan.  
Formed by the native Indians and their animals on their 
way to the bay, this trail followed no Cartesian laws but 
took the most fluid route across the island considering the 
natural environmental conditions of that era.  

After all, people love disorder and their interest is roused 
by any element which disrupts this classic rhythm.  
Man too needs imperfection.  Even the surrounding 
environment in which he lives and works, his “container”, 
must not be perfect.  As we stand on the threshold of the 
post-industrial era, we would do well to take an in-depth 
look at the significance of these three words: “Sfumatura”, 
“Effimero”, “Turbolenza”, even from a design viewpoint.  
They could point the way towards a more dynamic 
approach and to a situation in which the stimulus and 
freedom they convey are put to good use.

Map of Manhattan elaborated by Isao Hosoe: there is just one 
street, Broadway, which violates the rigis cartesian grid creating a 
different angle in relationship to the surrounding streets.
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An open-plan office layout with turbolent elements 
of the “BIO-TABLE” system. Note how the 
placement of a few “disturbing” forms can create 
positive disorder. The Bio-Table System enables 
a limitless number of biological shapes to be 
formed from a number of basic elements creating 
an oasis in an open-plan office. It is ideally suited 
for informal meetings. This “unusual” aspect for 
the office environment gives vitality and richness 
to the rigid and monotonous space dominated 
by linear and orthogonal forms. Bio-Table 
System was designed by Isao Hosoe with Masaya 
Hashimoto, Ann Marinelli, and Alessio Pozzoli 
in 1987 and is produced by Itoki, Co. Ltd, Tokyo. 
(office layout re-elaborated by IHD, Milano)
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Once upon a time, objects despised walls and thus stayed 
away from them.  Walls were void of objects they had 
nothing leaning on them or attached to them.  The surface 
of the walls was perfectly free, and this influenced the 
objects which in turn had no surface destined to come in 
contact with a wall.  These objects were encyclic ones, all 
rounded, not because their form was circular but because 
their form was indifferent to any reference to the wall.  
This was the era of “Detachment”.

In another era, however, objects loved walls.  Their 
affection was so strong in fact that these objects developed 
a particular surface which was destined to come in contact 
with walls.  This was the era of “Attachment”.

Historically speaking which of the two eras came first, 
the era of “Attachment” or the era of “Detachment”?  
And with what emotions did objects follow this process?  
Historians have yet to give us an answer to this question.

Some objects produce visible shadows and others do not.  
If we make a distinction between these two types we 
can say that objects of “Attachment” produce a shadow 
that cannot be seen.  It is significant and pathetic at the 
same time that these shadows coincide exactly with the 
part of the wall hidden by that side of the object which is 
sacrificed by its contact.  On the other hand, objects of the 
“Detached” kind produce visible shadows.

Ephemeral is an adjective describing a quality of time.  
But time, as such, is not ephemeral - it is the experience 
of time that is.

The correct use of the ephemeral wall corresponds to 
the era of “Detachment”, and of the casting of visible 
shadows.  It operates externally with regards to its 
function in terms of enclosing and limiting in dense and 

polyfunctional environments.  It can divide and enclose 
only where there is a “whole”, to be divided, a “destiny”, 
to be enclosed.  In this sense the ephemeral wall was born 
from density and operates in density.  It does not create a 
vacuum, but if there is one, it circumscribes it and inscribes 
its presence on it.

Thresholds are internal functions of the same ephemeral 
wall.  They disappear when the environment which they 
circumscribe is inaccessible, while they open their light 
whenever the environment which is enclosed is accessible.

The amplitude of the threshold and modality of its 
development that the ephemeral wall creates in the 
environment, are in fact the result of the accessible and 
inaccessible is that which does not give access.  This can 
be for two reasons.  It has no entrance, or because one has 
already  entered it.  The ephemeral wall gives access to 
the second type of inaccessibility: that in which one has 
already entered and for this reason it is impossible to enter 
again.  It creates  a threshold after the threshold.  Both the 
ephemeral wall and the labyrinth are comprehensible in 
their specificness if configured in terms of the functions of 
inaccessibility.  The basic difference between the labyrinth 
and the ephemeral wall regards the threshold.  The labyrinth 
allows one to lose it, while the ephemeral wall allows one 
to find it.

“La casa del Poeta”, 1982, sculpture by Hideotoshi Nagasawa 
(courtesy of Carlo Clerici)

“The sensorial space”- light and sounds in a dynamic performance 
- from the exhibit “Work Encounters: domesticity in the office” at 
the Triennale di Milano 1990 projected by Isao Hosoe with Silvio De 
Ponte and Alejandro Ruiz. (photo by Alessandro Gui)
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Why is it, wonders the Western onlookers, that Japan 
has produced a culture so different from ours?...  The 
answer can be found in a concept familiar to every 
Japanese: the concept of “MA”.  The closest one can 
come to understanding Japanese time is to approach it 
through the route of “MA”.  “MA” is time-space.  The 
two cannot be considered separately.  Like everything 
else and particularly Zen, “MA” does not lend itself 
to technical description.  “MA” apparently underlies 
almost everything and is an important component of 
communication.  To be articulate in the West is an 
advantage.  Not so in Japan, where to be too articulate 
is a disadvantage and is inconsistent with hara (belly 
or stomach).  They allow for the “MA” in rhetoric.  It 
permits people time to think.  Timing is everything in 
both cultures, but the context is broader in Japan.  In the 
West we pay particular attention to the arrangement of 
objects, in Japan it is the arrangement of the spaces – the 
intervals – that are attended.

“MA” is the interval on which the whole Japanese use 
of the house is based.  The domestic project of Japanese 
culture.  “MA” has a multiplicity of meanings and can 
cover any spatial situation: “MA” means interval, but also 
the space between objects, interstice, the surroundings the 
proximity of an object, room.  But its meanings do not 
end here.  “MA” also signifies temporal space, because it 
is time with a beginning and an end, an interval of time 
as well as space.  It can be the specific time destined to a 
particular use, the time that characterizes the interval of 
music or dance, and, finally, occasion.  “MA” opens and 
closes, swells and contracts and like a Japanese house it 
gives new solutions everyday, new ways of living, with 
constant attention in the use of space as though it were 
endowed with unlimited functional flexibility.  To the 
functional rigidity that characterizes the space of the 
Western house created by the Industrial Revolution, 
Japanese culture opposes the ambiguity of the concept 
of “MA”, where every functional situation is temporary, 
open to revision and can be redesigned in function of 
time.

Time and space are functionally interrelated.  According 
to Alton De Long, psychologist and professor of 
architecture, who has been conducting precise studies on 
the subject: “The perception of time is not only influenced 
by multiple factors such as mood, age, incentive, 
emotions, and psychic state but also the scale of the 
environment as well.”

Edward T. Hall (The Dance of Life, 1983) speaks about 
the qualities of time and classifies them into Monochronic 
and Polychronic Time.  Monochromic time is linear.  It 
is the North European system of doing one thing at a 

time.  Polychromic time is spatially distributed.  It stresses 
involvement of people and completion of transactions 
rather than adherence to pre-set schedules.  Polychromic 
time is treated as less tangible than Monochronic time.  
For polychromic people, time is seldom experienced as 
“wasted” and is apt to be considered a point rather than a 
ribbon or a road, but that point is often sacred.

Polychromic people, such as Arabs and Turks, who are 
almost never alone, even in the home, make every different 
uses of “screening” than Europeans do.  They interact with 
several people at once and are continually involved with 
each other.

Tight scheduling is therefore difficult, if not impossible.  
Monochromic time is also tangible.  We speak of it as being 
saved, spent, wasted, lost, made up, crawling, killed, and 
running out.  These metaphors must be taken seriously.

Monochromic time scheduling is used as a classification 
system that orders life.  The rules apply to everything 
except birth and death.  Monochromic time is arbitrary 
and imposed, that is, learned.  Because it is so thoroughly 
integrated into our culture, it is treated as though it were the 
only natural and logical way of organizing life.  Yet, it is not 
inherent in man’s biological rhythms or his creative drives, 
nor is it existential in nature.

Both Monochronic time and Polychronic time systems have 
strengths as well as weaknesses.  Polychromic cultures are 
by their very nature oriented to people.  Any human being 
who is naturally drawn to other human beings and who lives 
in a world dominated by human relationships will either be 
pushed or pulled toward the polychromic end of the time 
spectrum.  If you value people, you must hear them out and 
cannot cut them off simply because of a schedule.

Monochromic time, on the other hand, is oriented to tasks, 
scheduled, and procedures.

As  anyone who has had experience with our bureaucracies 
knows, schedules and procedures take on a life all their own 
without reference to either logic or human needs.

The office culture based on high technologies must 
incorporate both polychromic functions.  Its world of 
fixed schedules, efficiency, and speed should not bring 
about an impoverishment of information.  The application 
of polychromic functions should give added qualities of 
richness to the human aspects of interrelations and needs.

Speed of execution is no longer the key to quality.  This is 
explained very well in a Tuareg story: A Westerner visiting 
Northern African asked a Tuareg chief how many days it 
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would take him and his tribe to get from where they were 
to Timbuktu.  The Tuareg chief answered that it would 
take them 52 days.  The Westerner immediately rebated, 
“I can get there by plane in only one day!”…  The Tuareg 
chief looked at him in a bewildered manner and replied, 
“But what will you do the remaining 51 days?”
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According to Brook the “theater is like a magnifying 
glass, but it is also like a lens which reduces in size.  It is 
such a small world that it can be considered insignificant; 
it is different from daily life and therefore can be easily 
separated from life itself”.

Conventionally, however, each role which is represented 
becomes an integral part of life.  It is a kind of game of 
collective magic which makes each artefact beyond the 
four walls real.
It is a game, too, which involves actors and spectators in a 
common ritual.  The sacred aspect of this theatrical place 
enriches every gesture, even the most banal, giving it a 
specific value and a symbolic significance.
Today, as has been the case since the most primitive 
examples of civilization, humanity uses theatrical 
language to communicate.  It is a language which does not 
allow filters and which cannot be communicated by means 
of any other media.  Theatricality cannot exist without an 
audience and requires the presence of real people who, 
truly, become a part of this “make-believe”ritual.
The fact that the word “person” originally meant mask, 
implies that each of us, more or less consciously, always 
impersonates a role and asks those who watch us to 
believe in it.

Goffman analyzed the “performance” aspects of daily 
life, that is to say, the characteristics of an individual’s 
activity on display.  Every person lives in a world of 
social encounters, involving him either in face-to-face 
or mediated contact with other participants.  He tends to 
act out a “line”; a pattern of verbal and nonverbal acts by 
which he expresses his view of the situation and through 
this his evaluation of the participants.  It is therefore 
important to see that “the self” is in part a ceremonial 
thing, a sacred object which must be treated with proper 
ritual care and in turn must be presented in a proper light 
to others.  This “theatricality” requires an environment 
as well as a “personal façade”, mask to hide behind or 
through which we may appear.
The office, from certain points of view, is also a theatrical 
place where structural changes in society are registered.  
It is an allegory of the world where different roles are 
represented even if we cannot always identify who is the 
actor and who is the spectator.
The office is a place of “theatrical” representations but it 
rarely reaches the intensity of the collective ritual.  The 
nominal theatricality of the space devaluates the actions 
which take place there.  The symbolic behavior code 
assumes an annoying connotation of make-believe.

All of this nullifies the potential of the collective, ritual play 
and is why we do not experience fascinating sensation of 
being part of a ritual.
Theatrical space re-enforces the ritual of make-believe 
by means of trompe I’oeil, sets which transform the 
environment and the use of objects and light which 
transform reality and increase the involvement of those who 
participate and those who observe.

Architecture and urban planning have often adopted the 
spatial language of theatricality: dramatic scenography, wise 
perspective angles, elusive cuts, suggestive relationship 
between light and shade.  These environments always evoke 
different emotions because they are not conceived as static, 
unilateral, and monofunctional ones.
There are courses to follow which “prepare” us for something 
that is about to take place, like a musical crescendo, and 
increase expectations.  Or there are the effects that Brecht 
defined as “estrangement”: those unusual processes which 
reveal new values in that which is common.  They can be an 
unexpected set change, a light which suddenly pierces the 
darkness, a ray of light which enlarges a shadow to the point 
of giving it greater reality than the object itself, or a curtain 
which is abruptly lowered and causes an action to end.

Architecture and urban planning have often adopted the 
spatial language of theatricality; these environments always 
evoke different emotions because they are not conceived as 
static, unilateral and monofunctional ones. Souk of the dyters 
in the medina of Marrakech (photo by Bruno Barbey/Magnum)
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7. B  Conclusions: The Trickster in the office  “The  Effects of Estrangement in the Theater 
   and in the Office  ”

Again from the theater, and in particular from that which 
Bertolt Brecht defines “the effects of estrangement” 
we can learn what effect  surprise has on us.  The 
representation which allows one to recognize the object in 
question, yet, at the same time makes it appear estranged 
can lead to an attitude of inquiry and criticism of what 
appears before our eyes.

How can we transfer this concept to the office?  How 
can situations and environments create surprise?….  
Let’s think for a moment of when, for example, one 
participates in a meeting.  Everyone gets ready to identify 
himself with the usual meeting.  Everyone gets ready 
to identify himself with the usual meeting procedures 
according to the role he must play.  What happens when 
an “alien” element is introduced?  An element which is 
certainly recognized as inherent to the meeting but one 
which is also completely different from expected.  Now 
the “representation” changes!  The participants are forced 
to assume a critical distance, an attitude which brings 
them to observe the absurdity of a series of stereotypical 
actions that are done without thinking.

If the office environment continues to favor repetition 
and continues to identify with that out-dated stereotypical 
script of the past, it will remain a space which is lived 
passively and without a minimum sigh of vital energy.

The introduction of “discontinuity”; an element of 
“turbulence” can rivitalize the office space.

How can environments create surprise? Let s̓ think of when one 
participates in a meeting. Everyone gets ready to identify himself with 
the usual meeting procedures according to the role he must play. What 
happens when an “alien” element is introduced? The representation 
changes! - Meeting table “Bio-Tables” produced by Itoki Co., Ltd, and 
designed By Isao Hosoe.
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7. C  Conclusions: The Trickster in the office  “The Trickster”

The theater offers us numerous examples of the 
“turbulent” figure.  Those characters which are 
the unification of opposites, those that combine 
astuteness and intelligence and at the same time 
stupidity!

The “Jester or Joker”, which appears in many 
Shakespearian plays, the trickster, is in reality a 
figure which is present even in the mythology of 
many world cultures.  In the theater, the trickster 
received its maximum recognition in the character 
of Harlequin in the Italian Commedia dellʼArte.  The 
Tricksterʼs actions cannot be foreseen and his pranks 
give rise to the complete destruction of all pre-
existence order, bringing about a new momentary 
one.  The trickster is never calm, he is always in the 
search of something.  His continuous movements 
create an element of mediation between: the city 
and the country; the powerful and the common folks; 
astuteness and stupidity; culture and nature.

The costume which Harlequin wears perfectly 
reflects the role of the trickster.

It is a patchwork of numerous pieces of colored cloth 
and its movement brings to mind the prismatic colors 
of the kaleidoscope.  Every uniform expresses a 
beauty of form and style, but that of the Harlequin 
which lacks identity is in fact made up of useless 
objects.  These pieces in fact, when they were part of 
a whole, restricted its function.  Surprisingly enough, 
however, as soon as they gained their independence, 
these single pieces started to express themselves 

autonomously.
In the arts we can find many operations which are 
similar to the actions of the trickster, to Harlequinʼs 
costume.  Works like those of Jean Tingely or Tony 
Cragg destroy the system and the pre-existent order.  
They  bring in entropy and allow a new system, a new 
image of the world to be recreated from fragments of 
he old order.  It is precisely the role of the “trickster” 
designer to cut up the uniform and make it like 
Harlequinʼs costume: absurd and surprising!

The Trickster is never calm, he is always in the search of someting. His continuous 
movements create an element of mediation between: the city and the country; the powerful 
and the common folks; astuteness and stupidity; culture and nature. - “Kamaitachi” (photo 
by ©Eikoh Hosoe)



PLAYOFFICE Toward a new culture in the workplace

49/51

7. D  Conclusions: The Trickster in the office  “The Designer as Trickster”

We live in an era of later positivism.  Our historical 
phase is still dominated by the supemacy of science.  
Within this logic, which is fascinated by progress, the 
office theme has always been dealt with rationally 
using technological instruments.

According to Comteʼs convictions (founding 
philosopher of Positivism), we should have reached 
the much sought after goal of scientific progress.  But 
something is beginning to crack in this unshakable 
certainty!

According to Comte, each branch of our knowledge 
passes successively through three different stages: 
theological, metaphysical, and scientific.  The 
fist stage is the necessary point of departure of 
intelligence; the second only represents a transition 
while the third stage is the stable, definitive one.  In 
this rigorously linear and monodirectional hypothesis 
our industrial society and the office, its most mature 
offspring, find it very difficult to determine new 
goals.

In a circular hypothesis which is much closer to 
Eastern philosophy, the point of arrival could also 
be the point of departure.  Having gone through 
science, we could direct ourselves again toward the 
theological stage and do research on the intimate 
nature of beings.  Our culture, and specifically office 

culture, would be enriched by this unforeseen, dynamic 
hypothesis.  The issue thus involves the determination 
of who shall guide this change of course.  Probably 
any advanced tertiary company could assume this role 
but the designer is particularly appropriate because he 
speaks two languages: the technological language of 
central power and the dialect of the outskirts.

The only language which science speaks is 
mathematics, the linear and digital language.  The 
human world, where design is located, is made up of 
unforeseeable things and speaks an impure language.  
Not everyone knows how to move between these two 
worlds and understand their two languages.

Design can do it if it assumes the role of the Trickster 
(the prankster, the joker, the deviant).

The cultural role of the Trickster, as Masao Yamaguchi 
has prerviously explained in the introduction, is as a 
dynamic catalyst within the binomial “center/outskirts”.  
“Norms” - scientific power - require anomaly, madness, 
and discontinuity because these very elements 
introduce the concept of flexibility which allows the 
norm to adapt and to evolve.

Therefore, the Trickster, instead of presenting a threat 
to the center is a requirement for its survival.  The 
messages transmitted by the Trickster contain vital 
communication which is able to ensure the balance of 
the system.

Our culture and specifically office culture would be enriched by an 
unforeseen, dynamic hypothesis. Projected of students of Domus Academy 
for the course “Domesticity in the office” held by Isao Hosoe in 1988 
from the exhibit “Work Encounters: domesticity in the office” at the 
Triennale di Milano 1990. (photo by Alessandro Gui)

“Flower chair” by Shiro Kuramata (photo by ©Kis hin Sinoyama)
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7. D  Conclusions: The Trickster in the office  “The Designer as Trickster”

In society, as in the office, absolute homogeneity 
can endanger social integration itself instead of 
guaranteeing it.  We must become aware of the fact 
that anomalies are the productive element of our 
present society.  How will the designer/Trickster act 
in the office?...

We cannot know this!...  The Trickster is very quick 
and unpredictable and he moves in a way which is 
surprising and contrary to any program.  He can be 
invisible and transform himself but in any event he 
enjoys himself by means of short-lived appearances.  
You can only catch a glance of him.  He always 
presents himself in different grab!

“Norms” require anomaly, madness, and discontinuity because these 
very elements introduce the concept of flexibility which allow the norm 
to adapt and to evolve. Streets of Hong Kong. (photo by Isao Hosoe)
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7. D  Epilogue

My first contact with Prof. Yamaguchi took place 
about 20 years ago in Milan, through an article written 
in a monthly column of a Japanese magazine.  I was 
immediately fascinated by the multi-dimensionality of his 
intellectual performance with a dynamic use of concepts 
such as: “The Center and the Periphery”, “The Trickster”, 
“Vulnerability”, etc.

During that same period in Milan I was undergoing 
a significant change from my aerospace engineering 
background to the world of design.

After the industrial revolution our modern industrial 
society grew gradually till about the year 1968.  Almost 
overnight, there was a sort of cultural typhoon.  The great 
vector of society broke up into small vectors.  It was a 
period of great changes.  The consumer society ran wild 
without a guideline and without limitations.  In the same 
way, the earth on which we live showed its first warning 
signs of rupture.

In this period I began my work as a designer in the field 
of office furnishings.  My works brought about numerous 
contacts with people and industries and developed a series 
of lifetime friendships as well.  Among these friends are 
Ann Marinelli and Renata Sias, with whose collaboration 
this book was written.  Ann has been my collaborator in 
many design projects over the years, Renata is the chief 
editor of an Italian contract magazine.  Our friendship 
dates back to our more youthful period...

During the writing of PLAYOFFICE we met on a weekly 
basis.  To each session I brought a concept or theme on 
which to brainstorm.  Ann and Renata divided the work 
of writing down notes, Ann in English, Renata in Italian 
and at eh following meeting these notes were critically re-
elaborated to form a text.  Little by little a text was formed 
of what we considered interesting topics of discussion.  
Ann translated the Italian text into English and the 
Japanese version was translated directly from both the 
original English and Italian texts.

At the end the Japanese text was checked over by me and 
the English one by Ann.

My first opportunity to speak with Prof. Yamaguchi came 
last autumn at a party after a design conference held in 
Japan.  After this meeting we became friends and I had 
the chance to see him again and exchange views with him 
more frequently.  At the end, I had the honor of inviting 
him to hold a seminar at the Domus Academy of Milan.  
The theme of his talk was “The Trickster and Design”, 
Prof. Yamaguchi gave his speech directly in Italian which 
surprised and pleased the audience.  This text, with some 

slight modifications has become the introduction to our 
book “PLAYOFFICE”, Prof. yamaguchi often introduces 
himself as a “trickster”, but on this occasion the role was 
given tot the “Trickster of Milan”.

I would like to express my gratitude to Naoki Kawaguchi, 
producer and coordinator of this book.  In spite of our 
continuous changes and procrastination he was able, with 
his flexible character and clear thinking, to put together the 
many stray pieces of the book.  Without his help and utmost 
kindness we would never have been able to produce the 
book “PLAYOFFICE”.

Many thanks and acknowledgments to the following: 
To Masayoshi Yamamoto, who in the midst of adverse 
conditions, and long distances was able to give a superb art 
direction.  To Akihiro Suzuki, who translated the text into 
Japanese from the Italian and English texts, unifying the 
styles and tone of the book into a text which is easy to read.  
To G.C. Press and all those members who dedicated long 
hours to making this book possible.

During the past two years while working on the book two 
babies were born.  Ann gave birth to her first child, a baby 
girl, Elisabeth, and Renata had a baby boy named Gabriele.  
Now the Trickster “PLAYOFFICE” is born.  I hope it will 
grow up and become mature in the future, and perhaps help 
give birth to yet another “PLAYOFFICE”.

Isao Hosoe
Milan, autumn of 1990


