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I present an experimental research into the way computational tools and methods are portrayed within the community of architects, designers, researchers and policy makers. 
With a background in design and architecture theory, I use Digital Humanities methods to study the discourse and propose some perspectives on the culture of working with 
computer-aided design tools. 
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400 000 tweets on #MAB12, #MAB14, #MAB16, #MAB18, 
#mediaarchitecture term frequency as a wordcloud

I zoom in on a community of architects, designers and engineers who are interested in Media Architecture. Using social-media research techniques, I select profiles that 
mentioned, retweeted or liked the hashtags: #MAB12, #MAB14, #MAB16, #MAB18 , #mediaarchitecture, and verified if the account’s profile description confirmed an interest 
in design and architecture, digital placemaking, smart cities and networked spaces. Using this approach, I delimited a community of 250 profiles that talk about the experience 
of digital infrastructures, smart cities, media facades in public space, and their effects on urban experience. The analysis presented here extends to all tweets posted by the 
250 profiles. ‚Great New Design‘ is a phrase that emerges from simple counting of term frequencies and their presentation as a word cloud.
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Impact of Large Scale Integrated Displays 
on Architecture and Urbanism
Media Architecture Conference, London 2007

CCC Blinkenlights, Berlin 2001 Kunsthaus Graz, BIX, 2003 Galleria Luxury Hall West, UNStudio, Seoul 2003

Media Architecture community gathers around the interest in technology, considering design of urban interactions as their primary output. It is exploring the Impact of Large 
Displays and interactive Facade elements on Architecture and Urbanism since its first conference held in London in 2007. 
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Urban Media Territories

Consequent editions of the Media Architecture Biennale and conference explored the (mythical) potential of Urban Screens; Urban media territories, 
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Participation

Participation, 
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World Cities, 
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Digital Placemaking, 
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Digital Architecture and Hybrid city, 
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and Media Architecture and its Futures Implied. 

The participants of these events report that they aspire to explore „convergence of interactive media with architecture“ (Brynskov, Dalsgaard, Halskov, 2014).
Media Architecture Biennales are industry oriented events that celebrate the success of producing and placing large-scale sophisticated interactive technologies on building 
facades and beyond.
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A typical article published in proceedings of the MAB conference

The conference proceedings are Published by the Association for Computer machinery, or ACM, since 2012 in the Computer Science format, but suggesting a ’fun’ artistic 
quality of results and content. The authors partly overlap with Human-Computer interaction field, which is similarly industry oriented and computationally savvy.



The volume of publications - less than 15 articles every two years is complemented by the publication and updating of the Media Architecture Compendium, an effort of the 
Media Architecture Institute operating between Vienna and Sydney.
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A typical article published in proceedings of the MAB conference
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How is Media Architecture discussed on Twitter? In social media, we communicate through pictures, videos, animated gifs, short codes, links, incomplete sentences, references 
to other things. It is a rich, and digitally documented communication channel, simultaneously accessible to analysis. These channels are driven by algorithms as organisers of 
discourse, mostly with the goal of channeling attention.  I approach Twitter feeds as documented and accessible artifacts of conversations that speak about interests, topics 
and aspirations of the community. Next to identifying the character and structure of discourse among designers, architects, practitioners and academics, I am interested in 
the shadow presence of industrial players narratives that drive the industry and application-oriented field of media architecture.



I processed the collection of tweets with two machine learning algorithms, namely the self-organizing map (SOM) for data clustering  and  Latent-Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) 
for topic detection. The Self-organizing map (SOM) machine learning algorithm is interesting for computational experiments in this project because of its’ capacity to detect 
patterns in unlabelled data and facilitate an explorative approach. Data points (groups of words or tweets) with similar features are mapped close together, resulting in clusters. 
When applied to the corpus of Media-Architecture related tweets, this process reveals a structure of concentric circles, spreading outwards from the centre. Homogenity of 
discourse - topics and terms circulating around one central theme, is a strong feature in the social media discourse on Media Architecture.
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U-matrix heatmap representation of word clusters trained on the 
word2vec model of tweets related to Media Architecture  

U-matrix heatmap representation of word clusters trained on the 
doc2vec model of tweets related to Media Architecture  
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What topic might it be? To better understand the topics that are representative of the discourse, I applied a topic modeling algorithm and identified ten prominent topics 
determined by lists of keywords. You can see here how one such topic can be described. I call this topic: ‘Future city making’; described by keywords listed in the graph above. 
The other nine topics include: Placemaking and education, Arts, culture and digital technologies, Future urban living, Project management, Future health and trust, Near future 
living – tech and place, Architecture and innovation, Machine learning, AI and design, Feelings for community
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One important thread that remains visible across these different word-counting and keyword grouping attempts is the ‚optimism‘ or lack of criticality towards issued that the 
Media Architecture engages with. Sure enough, it is probable that many other specialized, professional discourses would render similar results in terms of discourse homogeneity 
and future-orientation. Still, I want to emphasize here the problem of addressing socio-political topics such as ‚Placemaking‘ and ‘Participation’ without deeper reflection on 
entanglements with non-technical systems outside of the scope of design and engineering work. I will discuss here Placemaking and Participation in a little more depth, as 
prominent concepts that describe this problem.
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Placemaking and city-making emerge as an important keyword in my empirical data on social media discourse, and it features prominently in titles of articles published in 
context of Media Architecture. Despite the interest in notions of social and shared, the media architecture community rarely theorizes the concept of placemaking or discusses 
it critically. The authors are aware of and even inspired by critical work on the use and subversion of urban space, such as in the work of Situationists in Paris and the uptake of 
Homo Ludens culture theory. Still, sociological takes on the social construction of space receive little to no attention, and the construction of place is delegated to technology. 
‚Placemaking‘ is taken at face-value, as a measure of the capacity of media facades to bring character to locations not taking into account other things that contribute to that 
character, and rarely discussing its negative sides such as light pollution (with some notable exceptions).
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‚Participation‘ is understood as the capacity for mediation, inherently linked to capacity of systems to respond to inputs from their users. Such a cybernetic understanding of 
governance was explored in early design of computational systems: directly linking the capacity of systems to receive inputs to their capacity to deliver outputs aligned with 
majority’s will. A famous example is Stafford Beer’s design for Chilean decision support system called Project CyberSyn. In Media Architecture terms, the interactivity of facades 
becomes directly the measure of engagement and therefore enabling of citizen’s inclusion in the design - or at least STATE of urban areas. Media facades have been used 1) to 
play games (Pong in Berlin); 2) to display ‚emotional‘ states of citizens (D-Tower in Doetinchem, NL), and event 3) to vote on urgent urban challenges in their city concerning 
the environment, 2) mobility, 3) security, 4) public space and 5) housing) (SCSD project in Avenida Paulista business district in Sao Paolo, Brazil)
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optimism <-> optimisation

Media architecture is presented as mediator of the public, as inclusive technology for more participative decision making. And while a dynamic facade does increase the 
possibilities for individual or group expression, it seems to also turn attention away from really political issues and frame participation as a technical problems. Critical discourse 
on the so-called ‘smartness mandate’ is largely ignored. Even more so, an intersectional perspective on modes and logic of exclusion due to technical or physical accessibility 
of such platforms is missing.
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optimism <-> optimisation

The optimism I observe as a general trait of the discourse might speak of an optimization strategy for political involvement of well-off citizens of globalized cities. The tendency The optimism I observe as a general trait of the discourse might speak of an optimization strategy for political involvement of well-off citizens of globalized cities. The tendency 
to have a hopeful view on things is perhaps justified by the future orientation of such applications. However, large media displays do more effective work in redressing public to have a hopeful view on things is perhaps justified by the future orientation of such applications. However, large media displays do more effective work in redressing public 
opinion, than in capturing real citizens emotions or opinions. The optimism I observe towards questions of participation and placemaking can do the work of side tracking the opinion, than in capturing real citizens emotions or opinions. The optimism I observe towards questions of participation and placemaking can do the work of side tracking the 
discussion on power relations inherent in interactive technologies, as well as cities at large.discussion on power relations inherent in interactive technologies, as well as cities at large.
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brands, logos, #s 

Going forward, I plan to engage more precisely with the concepts that pertain to social, political, and racial entanglements within the practice of media architecture design and 
engineering; You could observe that there are no brands or company names related to the industry among keywords that I discussed. We could have expected to see ‘Autodesk’ 
or ‘Revit’ more prominently. This is due to their exclusive use as # hashtags, attractor that work to bring interest to common working methods. I plan to trace more precisely 
the relation of industrial players names, titles to the way participation and placemaking (along with other important terms) are understood.


