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The paper will use the research and projects of the Danish project and research network 
Supertanker as a starting point. The case of this paper is ‘Local interaction’, that set out to 
research the possibilities for ‘design as a positive catalyst in an everyday context’. The paper will 
describe the process from holding workshops with local children, to the surprising reaction when 
an old circus wagon was placed on a central spot in the area. The process showed that a concrete 
but unfinished structure worked as a catalyst for involving a very different group of people who 
preferred to work with their hands instead of taking part in a workshop - the traditional but more 
abstract consultation process. The paper suggests new ways of organising the design process that 
allows appropriation and a more open agenda in a way that combines architecture and urbanity – 
we call it a porous architecture, interacting with, and being produced by the social fabric of a city.

Supertanker and Urbanity
‘Urban life suggests meetings, the confrontation of differences, reciprocal knowledge and 
acknowledgement (including ideological and political confrontation), ways of living, “patterns”, 
which coexist in the city.’ (Lefebvre 2001)

Supertanker came into being in 2002 in Copenhagen harbour. A diverse group of people embarked 
on a journey that was driven by the wish for a more dynamic, open and unpredictable city. This 
article will describe a number of our activities and the lessons learned from exploring urbanity in a 
Copenhagen setting: how to act – while keeping a high level of integrity – in the power game 
between developers, planners, local residents and media; how to create new types of dialogue; 
how to be locally embedded and still challenge the local agenda and how to work in space and 
time to create a more porous architecture. (Jan Lilliendahl Larsen, Martin Frandsen and Jens Brandt, 
2008)

One defining moment that led to the formation of Supertanker was a public meeting arranged by 
an organisation of people living mainly in houseboats in the harbour. The format was that of a 
classic public meeting with a panel that consisted of people in power: a leading politician, the 
director of the Port Authority of Copenhagen, the chief city architect, and one grassroots 
representative as an exception. The whole process and physical set-up of the public meeting 
produced a very simplified (but strong) reaction against the panel that prevented a constructive 
exchange of arguments between mutually recognised adversaries. Supertanker was formed after 
this meeting with the aim of working for a more constructive and creative dialogue regarding the 
harbour development. As such we placed ourselves from the beginning in a position that 
challenged simultaneously the positions of the local citizens and the politicians, planners and 
developers.

Supertanker was, at the beginning, a symbol of the constructive debate relating to the Harbour 
development in Copenhagen and was received with open arms – including investors, planning 
authorities and citizens. Its primary aim was to facilitate an open and worthwhile debate about the 
development of the harbour. Supertanker was closely connected to ‘Luftkastellet’ (the pipe dream), 
which was a very popular beach café in the sunny and central part of Copenhagen harbour known 
as ‘Krøyers Plads’. Luftkastellet, and later Supertanker, was situated in some old wooden 
warehouses, which had previously been used to house goods waiting to be sent to Greenland. As 
such, the land had been off limits until the shipping activity was relocated, making it possible for 
people with little money and good ideas to move in on temporary leases. 

This area was developed in many ways in response to criticism that the harbour was turning into a 
lifeless part of central Copenhagen reserved only for big business and expensive housing. Apart 



from the beach café and Supertanker, a number of other small businesses settled in the old 
warehouses: clothes designers, video production companies and so on. It also became a popular 
place to stay for backpackers. It was here that Supertanker first had the chance to explore the 
validity of its hypotheses first-hand by simultaneously practising what we preached.

From its spontaneous start Supertanker included people from a great variety of backgrounds: small 
entrepreneurs, academics (geographers, architects, lawyers), designers, sailors and so on. Most of 
these people were working voluntarily for the cause. The positive response to our initiative meant 
that we received some limited financing from a developer, the Port Authority and the city of 
Copenhagen, combined with a grant from a large foundation. In the process of applying for funds, 
Supertanker was set up as a non-profit association. The money enabled us to start experimenting 
with interdisciplinary workshops for students, a range of different types of public meetings, boat-
rides, exhibitions and concrete proposals for the area.

 The diversity of our team, the locally embedded workshop and exhibition space were all linked to 
the idea of exploring urbanity as a creative force that can emerge from a diversity of people living 
in the same place. As implied in the introductory quote from Henri Lefebvre, our version of urbanity 
embraces the physical and social diversity, density and change acknowledged in classical 
sociology, as well as the ability to act in an ‘urbane’ way under these conditions. A central aspect of 
our take on urbanity is therefore that it should embody an open, equal and respectful form of 
interaction between people. As we saw (and still do), the life of the city and its ability to renew itself  
depends on new ideas, networks and other entities that emerge from this urban encounter 
between different people.

Charlotte Quarter: porosity in time and space
After years of insufficient funding, Supertanker’s Urban Task Force (UTF) was, in 2007, given the 
green light for a five year experimental and research-based social housing project in the suburbs of 
Copenhagen with approximately 2000 residents. The area was build in the late 70’s where funding 
was low for social housing. On top of the rather low quality of the physical structure the Charlotte 
Quarter has all the hallmarks of modern planning being mono functional and socially and culturally 
segregated from the surrounding small town. This small town, Hedehusene, is dominated by a 
vanishing building material industry and a large presence of carpenters, bricklayers, etc., and in 
general a DIY spirit. One of the problem of the Charlotte Quarter is the pacifying mechanisms that 
are typical in such social housing projects. Main reasons for this are the self ruling local housing 
boards, which often function as breeding ground for small and big conflicts that block many new 
initiatives and the inclusion of especially younger people who could add to ageing mix in these 
boards.

The list of problems that these mono functional, segregated and rather passive/pacifying 
neighbourhoods have is long and well known. One example of how the compartmentalised thinking 
is reflected in the everyday in the Charlotte Quarter is the renovation that the social housing have 
been going through the last couple of years. The buildings were in serious need of repair and a 
respectable architect office took care of the project. Stairways became lighter and larger and 
balconies were glazed, but the renovation was in no way connected to the social issues of the 
quarter: many young people have a hard time getting a job being stigmatised by their address, 
name or skin colour. We asked the electricians, entrepreneurs, etc. involved  in the renovation and 
they were in principle positive to engage a number of these young people, but this more holistic 
way of combining the physical and social needs of an area had never been considered. 

The project of Supertanker’s UTF  was called ´The best of the Charlotte Quarter´. The focus was 
on social and preventive measures that could bring about a positive change to the area. As such 
we proposed to work with media, set up a local TV station and work with school children to 
discover their views on the green spaces in the neighbourhood. Our project was not supposed to 
fund any physical initiatives unless they had a social aspect, for example enabling citizens to build 
their own gardens. Yet we did have one building project in the scheme design – our own base 
where we could make a physical mark in order to be visible in the neighbourhood.



‘Local interaction’, as the project was called, set out to research the possibilities for ‘design as a 
positive catalyst in an everyday context’. We began by holding workshops with local children, the 
focus of our research, to find out what they wanted from the area. As we might have expected, 
they wanted more places to meet – small shops, markets, an outdoor cinema, more sports 
facilities, and not least of all, a place for girls to be on their own. These findings were then taken 
into a more international context in a workshop to which we invited architects and artists from 
Denmark and all over Europe. The wishes of the local children were then translated into three 
alternative design solutions for our base, each of which would allow it to be moved around the area 
to attend or spark events, and be easily accessible for people to drop by. 

These three mobile scenarios were presented at an annual street party where the residents could 
vote between the different options. However, although many people attended the party, and were 
happy to take part in a drawing workshop for children and a video workshop, almost nobody 
wanted to discuss our carefully presented drawings for our future base. With no real vote having 
taken place, we chose to go ahead with a mobile structure anyway, and ended up buying an old 
circus wagon that needed repair and total interior refit before it could function as the base for our 
activities. When the circus wagon was initially placed in an open area on the centre of the site it 
was broken into on the first night. However, nothing was stolen or ruined. Clearly the local youth 
were just checking out the wagon. We immediately improvised by inviting a group of local kids (we 
don’t know if they themselves had anything to do with the break-in) who wanted to create their own 
place in which to repair bikes and mopeds. As the local planning authority would not agree to such 
a thing we asked these children to become the ‘design team’, working on both the renovation and 
the final redesign, for the circus wagon.

As a result of the design team’s input the circus wagon was refitted with a café at one end, 
enabling it to function as the meeting place identified as a need in the first workshop with local 
children. The rough circus wagon facilitated interaction in a concrete way, thus attracting this group 
of children who preferred to work with their hands rather than take part in a workshop. Instead of 
letting the base be designed as a result of an abstract and traditional consultation process we now 
used a concrete but unfinished structure as a catalyst for involving a very different group of people, 
a group who would be unlikely to turn up to workshops and discussions. At this point it is not only 
local children who are involved in the wagon’s development, local people – electricians, welders 
and so on – have started to assist with the building process and have helped make connections 
with the local businesses who have donated building materials, safety shoes and other necessities 
to the people working on the wagon. 

Our project shows that there are ways to release a hidden potential or creativity in places that 
(even seen by themselves) are regarded a stigmatised problem areas. There are naturally many 
other methods ore approaches to be tested, but the fact remains that to work in a local situation 
and to use architecture and the physical process of building can bring about positive change. 
There are great potentials in redefining the ways one practise words like involvement, participation, 
consultation, etc.  Many of these efforts are involuntarily replicating many of the ´disciplining´ or 
repressive patterns of earlier ´top down planning´ of earlier times; just now it might be harder to 
see these patterns. 

In a normal result oriented project with tight timelines and benchmarks, this would never have been 
possible. Our experience shows that an unfinished and open structure (both the physical but also 
when it comes to the organisation) lends itself to appropriation and experiment. This is one of the 
aspects of the porous architecture that I will try to unfold in the following.

A Porous Architecture
Nadir Lahaji (Lahaji 2005) writes about Beirut and uses the word ´Permeable` to describe the 
physical and political pre modern qualities of the city. Its a state where the distinction between 
inside and outside, private and public, dissolves, but just as important where the ´city, body politics, 
and the text written on that body, dissolve. Nadir Lahaji quotes Hugo von Hofmansthal: ´on this 
body one can read what was never written.` It is where the physical and the political is able to 
merge or take hold thanks to the porosity of the city:



Porosity is the image of this (un)written text which defines the physical and political (pre)modernity 
of Beirut; it constitutes a continuum in the shifting identity of the city and its social body. 

The porosity combines the physical and the political, but most important it points at an openness 
where ´one can read what has never been written´ or the unexpected can happen in a movement 
where the physical and social space uses each other to form new hybrid life forms or a porous 
architecture in the city as Walter Benjamin and Asja Lacis wrote together in 1925, on the city of 
Naples:

"At the base of the cliff itself, where it touches the shore, caves have been hewn... As porous as 
this stone is the architecture. Building and action interpenetrate in the courtyards, arcades, and 
stairways. In everything, they preserve the scope to become a theatre of new, unforeseen 
constellation. The stamp of definitive is avoided. No situation appears intended for ever, no figure 
asserts it 'thus and not otherwise'. This is how architecture, the most binding part of the communal 
rhythm, comes into being here... Buildings are used as a popular stage. They are all divided into 
innumerable, simultaneously animated theaters. Balcony, courtyard, windows, gateways, staircase, 
roof are at the same time stage and boxes.... Just as the living room reappears on the street, with 
chairs, hearth, and altar, so...the street migrates into the living room."

Nadir Lahaji uses this image of a city produced by and producing the citizens as a contrast to the 
present development of the city of Beirut where the modernist representational space with its 
segregation of functions and the life between the public and private sphere. It is the development 
where global capital just like on the “stage of war” separated them selves from the porous body of 
the city and prepared Beirut an ‘ongoing global homogenous space, turning the Porous City into a 
city of perspectival space´.

In the following I will try to exemplify how the ideas of porosity produce a number of questions or 
areas of further research.

The role of the architect
A starting point is to look into the roles and positions of the architect in both a professional and 
societal context. A sharpened awareness of the architect’s position in the power structure of the 
city can do much to make their work closer to the life world and demonstrate their worth to the 
public much better. It is problematic if architects are not aware of the more subtle power structures 
when you try to communicate with everyday people and chances are that we do it in the language 
of power and subsequently not understanding why the reaction to what you’re doing is negative.

How to communicate a future for an urban space based on an open process that cant be 
predicted?  The problem is that images can function as self-fulfilling prophecies and beautiful 
images produced by skilled architects are in themselves a sign and a tool of power. Alternative 
agendas pushed forward by non ‘visually skilled’ citizens have none of their resonance. In one of 
the workshop we did with kids in the Charlotte Quarter we worked with professional illustrators who 
had a comic way of drawing. That made it fast and easy for the kids to get the right images of their 
thoughts and ideas - a sort of visual empowerment.

 Architects must realise from the first day the step into the school of architecture that any 
transformation of physical space (and their representations) also transforms social relationships 
and that architecture hence need to be integrated with social and economic interventions. The 
positive effects of working in an interdisciplinary practice like Supertanker is that we are constantly 
being challenged on your tendency to repeat ´bad habits´ that are self understood and therefore 
will go unnoticed in a ´mono professional´ work environment.  Although working interdisciplinary 
can take both time and energy, it is an important way to create an architecture that is socially and 
culturally aware.

Architects should much better analyse what architecture is good for and try to see where architects 
are really relevant and where they are irrelevant and therefore question how they could start 
collaborating with other professions. If you don’t have a precise idea about your position in the 
social and professional hierarchies’ you have a very hard time to see where your strengths stop 
and where they could connect onto somebody else’s profession.



One maybe less obvious quality of architecture – or perhaps to be more precise, of architects – is 
that they work very directly towards solving a given problem. This means that the more sensitive 
analysis – especially that of the non-physical aspects of context – is often overlooked. The 
challenge here is to make this problem-solving energy connect to the more reflexive character of 
other professions such as sociology and urban geography. 

A new sensibility – hybrid maps 
It is almost as if we are looking at the master builders of the renaissance when we talk about really 
getting to know an area to discover all the complex patterns of a space: social, physical, sensual, 
etc. This takes time and presence not only to build up a knowledge and street credibility but 
especially for the architects because the concrete physical process of building as shown above 
can also build an invaluable insight and social network that can be just as important as the very 
foundations of whatever is being build.  This can ensure that we operate in the ‘life world’ and 
avoid what they call the more abstract ‘system world’ often inhabited by architects. This view is 
materialised in our initial ‘mapping’ process that is conducted at the very outset of urban design 
projects. 

Cartographers – creators of objective or formal maps - are no neutral agents, they always choose 
to “spatialize” or to “temporise” one element instead of another. Depending on the data that is 
being used, to its processing and visualising, the results can change radically. The aim is to 
combine formal/objective cartography with a subjective or informal cartography, and to work with 
lowering the thresholds for people to contribute and create these new hybrid maps. The hybrid 
maps will be a multilayered collection of knowledge – stories, hopes, resources, ideas – a way of 
structuring and visualising all the actors and their subjective view of the city. The aim is to use this 
knowledge to promote ”meetings, the confrontation of differences, reciprocal knowledge and 
acknowledgement” referring to the quote by Lefebvre above. 

Urban Terrain Vague and Truffle pigs  
Truffle hunters in Italy and France use tamed wild pigs to sniff out the truffles, a rare and expensive 
underground mushroom. The urban Truffle Pigs or Urban Pioneers (Overmeyer, 2007) has the 
same ability to see the possibilities in the Terrain Vagues (Ørskov, 1999) or to use these free zones 
to create new unexpected initiatives and innovation that can challenge and stimulate the 
development of the city. 

The Truffle Pigs have an important role (if acknowledged properly) as the first level in the food 
chain of the city which is difficult to sit and imagine in the planners or architects office. The Urban 
Truffle pig has a special sensibility for spatial or bodily qualities of places or the social and cultural 
conditions there. Maybe most important is their urge to use the freedom of the absent regulations 
or the cheap rents in a Terrain Vague to use these discoveries and function as an urban 
entrepreneur. 

Supertanker tries to see urbanity as a creator of new, hybrid and challenging agendas, especially 
those that grow out of the Terrain Vague and the cracks of the city where more formal kinds of 
urban development have not yet arrived. It is in these areas that a more inclusive type of urban life 
is possible, often helped by the structures of old industrial buildings (or in this case a circus wagon) 
that are open for new uses in the sense that rents are cheap, or free, and regulations are close to 
non-existent. In this spatial and socio-cultural condition that we call a porous condition, the urbanity 
starts to interact, mutate and create new types of urban life forms. From a traditional point of view 
(planners, investors) this is just a temporary state that comes and goes.  We see it as the task of 
Supertanker to tap into the energy and innovation that happens in these Terrain Vague areas, and 
use it proactively in a process of ‘urban innovation’.
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