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Are starchitects dominati ng the architecture market? A 
recent viewing of archdaily.com reveals a gorgeous house 
in the Chilean coastal town of Zapallar, House H, by architect 
Felipe Assadi completed at the dawn of this year; in Palma de 
Mallorca, Spain, architect Francisco Mangado’s Congress hall 
and hotel is all but mundane; and in Østerid, Norway, Cubo 
Arkitekter delivers a highly engaging visitors and community 
center. More inspiring projects follow, and more names of 
unfamiliar sounds: Alhumaidi Architects, Funkti on Design, 
Hype Studio, DnA, Reiulf Ramstad Arkitekter. Sporadically, 
in the succession of this long list of unrecognizable architects 
sprout familiar faces: Jean Nouvel with new images of his 
soon to be completed Nati onal Museum of Qatar, Steven 
Holl with the Insti tute of Contemporary Art at Virginia 
Commonwealth University, and Renzo Piano proposed 
residenti al tower in Miami. The scene repeats when brows-
ing other architectural digital platf orms. Work, excepti onal 
work, by litt le-known architects outnumbers the work by 
the starchitects. 

The paths to stardom by Thom Mayne (born 1944), Bernard 
Tschumi, (born 1944) Massimilano Fuksas (born 1944) and 
the like born prior to 1950 have similar characteristi cs and 
can greatly att ributed not to talent alone, but to collateral 
forces, in primus their ability to culti vate relati onship with 
the print media of Europe, the United States, and Japan. 
For over three decades these architects have dominated the 
architectural press, and their work has been the reference 
point for at least two generati ons of academics. In all these 
years, there was hardly any new entrant in the elite club. 
But in a changing publishing world where the rules do not 
follow archaic principles or preferenti al status, there will 
sti ll be room for Starchitects? Or they will be relegated as 
just one of the many talented architects that inhabit every 
corner of this planet? 

This paper examines how print media has unmistakably con-
tributed to the success of few and discloses the challenges 
and opportuniti es presented to the “rest of us” by the online 
publishing environment and by the new era of the infl uenc-
ers or “infl uencerati s” (social media celebriti es) where digital 
nati ves are less recepti ve to traditi onal publishing media but 
gain trust by the number of likes expressed by the shared 
values of a group.

PRELUDE
August 14, 2018, Tuesday. Rain has been heavy in Genoa, Italy. 
Then at 11:36 AM disaster strikes: with no apparent warning 
a secti on of what has been known as the Ponte Morandi, or 
Morandi Bridge, in reference to its designer, collapses, plum-
meti ng some 150 feet below. Once the cloud of white dust 
disperses, 43 people are counted dead, following a free fall 
that they could not have possibly avoided. A handful, miracu-
lously, survive. 

Two weeks aft er the tragic event, Renzo Piano proposes a new 
viaduct, donati ng his architectural services to his nati ve city, if 
the scheme were to be accepted. At 81 years of age, and with 
a remarkable career that has spanned over fi ve decades and 
produced some of the most exemplary pieces of architecture 
all world around, Piano is not in need of notoriety. His gesture 
comes from a genuine desire to help and bring hope to his 
nati ve city, shatt ered by the crumbling of one of the marvels 
of Italian engineering, perhaps too daring for that 1967, a ti me 
close to when Piano was experimenti ng with ultra light and 
tensile structures? Piano’s noble intent was instantaneously 
broadcast all over Italy following his presentati on to Genoa’s 
mayor, Marco Bucci, and the President of Liguria, Giovanni 
Toti . On September 9, during a press conference, the CEO of 
Autostrade per l’Italia, the managing fi rm of the secti on of 
the A10 tollway where the Ponte Morandi once in its enti rely 
stood, Giovanni Castellucci, accidentally, yet ironically, breaks 
the scale model. It’s good luck, remarks Piano, in an eff ort to 
unsti ff en an embarrassing moment.1

Piano’s proposal has received mixed responses in Italy. If 
some journalists saw it, as expressed by the commentaries 
of Antonella Boralevi in lastampa.it on September 9, 2018, 
not so much for the value of its design, but rather as a sym-
bol to encourage taking and thinking about the future, some 
architects took the design at face value and have strongly 
voiced their disdain, fi nding the design archaic, remote from 
contemporary trends . In typical Italian fashion, rivers of ink 
will have fl own by the ti me the new bridge is built.

Would have a similar gesture by any of the other 3,000 less 
prominent Genoese architects receive the same publicity, the 
same consensus, and the same keenness 

Renzo Piano path to stardom can be tracked before when, at 
34 and in associati on with Gianfranco Franchini and Richard 
Rogers, he won in 1971 the competi ti on for the Centre 
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Georges Pompidou in Paris. Born into a prominent family 
of builders, soon aft er receiving his architectural degree 
from the Politecnico di Milano (Milan Polytechnic) in 1964, 
he began experimenti ng with lightweight structures in the 
grounds of his family’s constructi on company equipment 
yard.

There are no doubts that winning the Pompidou Center 
competi ti on accelerated his and Richard Rogers journey to 
fame (Gianfranco Franchini, on the other end, aft er the end 
of constructi on, opted not to culti vate celebrity). Always in 
search of news that calls for att enti on, the internati onal press 
was in love with everything that led these men in their thir-
ti es winning such a presti gious competi ti on. For beginners, it 
was the fi rst ti me that internati onal architects were invited 
to compete in France, and, as newbies, a coaliti on of Italian 
and Briti sh friends had won against prominent Frenchmen. 
They swept a fi eld of 681 entries coming from 49 countries.2

They never in their young career att empted to do a project of 
such scale, having, up to that point, executed modest build-
ings, or in Piano’s words, worked in an “inti mate way.”3 And 
then there was the design. It looked it had come straight out 
of an Erector set, alien to a Parisian context. The prominent 
daily Parisian newspaper Le Figaro, the same one that in 1909 
published on the front page Filippo Tommaso Marinetti  ’s The 
founding and Manifesto of Futurism, noted: “Paris has its 
own monster, just as the one in Loch Ness,” It was echoed 

by Nati onal Geographic, which reacted to the design by stat-
ing “love at second sight.” But aft er completi on, the monster 
would att ract millions of visitors, 3.745 millions recently, mak-
ing it the 15th most visited museum in the world,4 and it has 
become one of the prominent att racti ons of Paris alongside 
the Musée de Louvre and the Eiff el Tower. 

FINDING FACTS
In our quest to fi nd out if starchitects were dominati ng the 
print media, we looked at the last ten years of GA Houses
Projects and GA Document Internati onal’s issues. These pub-
licati ons were deliberately chosen because, as their ti tles 
imply, off er a view to propositi oned rather than built proj-
ects, therefore possibly opening the periodical to talented 
but unknown or litt le-known architects. Or so we thought. 
GA Houses, in parti cular, being specialized in publishing for 
the most single-family residences, would be the perfect plat-
form to launch young, creati ve, architects. The ten GA Houses
Projects we surveyed did feature the work of 123 architects/
fi rms for a total of 523 projects. Of the architects, 49 were 
from Japan, which did not come as a surprise considering that 
A. D. A. Edita, the publisher of GA, is Japanese. What was 
surprising was how oft en a handful of architects were repeat-
edly featured, especially if of already established notoriety. 
Hiroyuki Arima, Alberto Kalach, Hirorata Kidosaki, Mathias 
Klotz, Kengo Kuma, Gurjit Singh Matharo, Andra Mati n, and 
SPBR Arquitectos were published in each issue, at ti mes with 

Figure 1: Data extracted by looking at ten years of GA Houses Projects 
(2009 - 2018) 
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more than one project, such as the case of Chilean Mathias 
Klotz who had double entries several ti mes, becoming the 
unmatched star of our research with a total of 14 projects 
published. 30 architects were published only once. An inter-
esti ng fact that emerged in our research was observing that 
architects, now in their senior years and semi-reti red, but 
who had established ti es with A. D. A. Edita in the distant past, 
were sti ll regularly showcased, almost as they were regular 
columnists of a magazine.

The analysis of GA Document Internati onal revealed com-
parable results. The ten issues showcased 268 projects by 
69 fi rms. Of these fi rms, only Kengo Kuma was published in 
each issue, but 20 fi rms had 6 or more projects published 
during these years. It is easy to extrapolate from this data-
base how tangible is the relati onship between the publisher 
and a handful of architects. If the link between architect and 
publisher in the path to fame has been known, the research 
exercise, even within its limitati on, made it visible. To further 
validate the case, we inquired with A. D. A. Edita about the 
process that led a project to be published. Regrett ably, our 
questi ons went unanswered. 

We also populated our database with other informati on such 
as the fi rms’ locati on, and the gender and date of birth of each 
fi rm’s founder(s). Having ourselves being educated in an ana-
log environment where print media was the main if not the 

only resource, we were parti cularly interested if those archi-
tect published in GA would be of our similar age, therefore, 
more prompt to be att racted to the tacti le, romanti c as much 
as eliti st world of print publishing. The average age in 2018 of 
the architects published in GA Houses was 54 years, not very 
distant from our own age, while for GA Document the average 
age was 61 years, refl ecti ng slightly more mature authors, 
which can be parti ally att ributed to the type of projects pub-
lished by GA Document, oft en of signifi cant complexity and 
scale, and att racti ng architects with extensive experience. It 
is, therefore, safe to speculate that those published architects 
were also architecturally raised with an affi  nity with print and 
mesmerized by it. 

But in a changing publishing world and with the proliferati on 
of social media, are ti es with publishing houses less relevant 
to climb to stardom?

AS THE PATH TO STARDOM CHANGE BECAUSE OF 
SOCIAL MEDIA. WHAT IS THE ROLE OF SOCIAL MEDIA 
IN CREATING “STARDOM”?
Since the fi rst printed book in the 1450’s, the Gutenberg 
Bible, the publishing industry has operated on a fi xed eco-
nomic model. Getti  ng published has not always been about 
talent or pushing the limits of architecture design but about 
the individual or studio relati onship to a publishing house as 
well as a litt le luck added for good measure. Specifi cally, in the 
architecture publishing it has been tough to break thru the 
walls and fi lters that publishers and editors put up, but once 
one of the major publishers accepts individuals or fi rms, then 

Figure 1: Data extracted by looking at ten years of GA Document 
Internati onal (2008 - 2017) 
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the royalty treatment will set in and embraced by the whole 
publishing industry. 

With the inventi on and quick adopti on of the Internet, this 
fi xed business model has been turned upside-down. We are 
seeing an explosion of self-published books, blogs, journals, 
virtual galleries, etc. We have also witnessed the rise of pub-
lishers that eliminated the traditi onal fi lters such as Amazon 
and Barnes & Nobles and created a formal support structure 
for the self-publishing model. In this way, digital technolo-
gies disrupted the way that people become known via the 
publishing industry, promoti ng an alternati ve form of a meri-
tocracy arbitrated by ordinary people. This is a total game 
changer, having people decide what they want to read about 
and deem important. 

Outside the architecture publishing, we have also witnessed 
people not necessarily trained as writers, journalists, or pho-
tographers getti  ng notoriety because they created content 
that was either compelling, relevant or just plain entertain-
ing. Therefore, the content is criti qued, appraised, fi ltered, 
and eventually shared by the consumers and not by the 
publishers. One of the archetypal is the rise to fame of Yu 
Xiuhua, a Chinese village woman with no previous educa-
ti onal background becoming China’s most famous poet and 
currently holding the best selling poetry book of the last 20 
years in China.5 This new poet laureate’s work showed con-
stant occurrence on the far reaches of the Internet, and the 
distant edges of the social media network made her obtain 
the most coveted of fame on the publishing industry almost 
overnight. 

Under this game changer modality, the questi on arises if 
any of this will permeate or transfer into the way that archi-
tectural content is consumed. Social recommendati on or 
endorsing is not a new phenomenon. It has been a way to 
create interest and validity by associati on. The best example 
of the impact on building stardom and giving a leg-up was 
exemplifi ed by the infl uence of Philip Johnson and his poli-
ti cs of patronage which helped specifi c architects by off ering 
them insti tuti onal support and endorsing of their parti cular 
styles of architectural modernism.6 But today it is predomi-
nantly relevant how social media has intensifi ed this social 
patt ern. The strength of this networked individualism is that 
it has created an invisible platf orm to exert infl uence on daily 
life experiences, from the politi cal and cultural sphere to 
the selecti on of a restaurant with ours inti mate social circles 
depending on the likes as well as strangers’ opinions.

On the other hand, this also creates a problem. News can 
be altered or fabricated by the process and within the 
medium. As we witness on the 2016 electi ons, individuals can 
become entangled in online communiti es that operate with 
their own totally fabricated or just altered news, facts, and 
media, in which external opinions and infl uences are not only 

dynamically questi oned but also discredited. This has given 
form to a neoliberalism atti  tude towards news content. But 
there are dangerous social eff ects of intangible liberalizati on 
that are empowering a new social scene, one that is less toler-
ant and extremely polarized. 

SOCIAL MEDIA CHANGED THE CONCEPT OF 
CELEBRITY AND THE INFLUENCE OF THE COMMONER
Before social media, individual’s infl uence would be empow-
ered and limited by locality and the outreach of that media 
press. Today, the current world populati on is close to 7.2 bil-
lion. This fact may lead us to think that as individuals we may 
not be able to exert much infl uence but that is a restricti ve 
belief of the power of the network. Social media dismantle 
the way infl uence works today. Networked citi zens have 
voiced their anger against social inequaliti es, and politi cal 
and cultural protest movements have gained infl uence thru 
the consensus of the commoners. People form social nodes 
within the global network, which as individuals they operate 
on a dual mode, at the center and also as a connector of the 
vast system of informati on and infl uence. During their lifes-
pan, any individual throughout his or her educati on, work, 
and social circles will meet or know on average at least 1,000 
people. In turn, this 1,000 people will also have individual 
networks that will positi on that initi al single person to a way 
of one million people and so on. That is the power of infl u-
ence of non-localized social networks. It has been compared 
to a rock dropping on a sti ll pond causing a ripple to move 
outwards so that the radius of the circles formed by the ripple 
is amplifi ed as it moves away. These are the eff ects of the 
acti ons and behaviors that collecti vely infl uence our choices 
or the lack of.

THE FUNCTION OF ALGORITHMS IN SOCIAL MEDIA 
AND THE PARADOX OF THE STRENGTH OF WEAK TIES
If we analyze one of most common building blocks of social 
media algorithms, named the Granovett er’s “Forbidden 
Triad”7, we can start understati ng the way that informati on 
fl ows thru the channels and what the network identi fi es as 
the “weak ti es” connector, which takes into account a ran-
dom individual relati onship to two diff erent people that do 
not know each other but what they have in common is a 
connecti on to the fi rst individual. The strength of the “weak 
ti e” is that the two diverse people belong to diff erent social 
circles and bring diff erent informati on to the node created by 
their relati onship that at the same ti me creates a channel that 
amplifi es the total knowledge of the node group. According 
to this theory, social “cliques” structures form around “strong 
ti es” but more importantly “weak ti es” form the vital bridge 
between two diff erent and densely populated nodes of 
individuals. Why is this signifi cant? People on social media 
are more open to receive and accept informati on via their 
curated networked circles.8 Therefore, now the traditi onal 
gatekeeper of publishing houses have been eliminated but 
new fi lters have been created and transformed by algorithms 
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where essenti ally an individual social circle determines the 
editi ng and becomes the curatorial fi lter, depending on this 
relati onship the algorithms pushes content based on what 
your social circle considers valuable.

CONCLUSION
In the future, we will see more architects rising to notoriety 
coming from places that did not traditi onally were part of 
the leading architectural scene and discourse. Architecture 
trends may no longer be controlled by the few, and they will 
rise more organically and democrati cally. But the rules have 
changed! Content is sti ll central as well as pervasive through 
the network but its validity and potenti al to ”fi ll in a need” is 
sti ll essenti al for its success even in the lack of experience or 
authority within the subject. This may explain the trend that 
Instagram personaliti es such as @iwanbaan, which curates 
photography, have as many followers, if not more, of some 
major museums. The game has changed. Game on!
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