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As a world within a world, sports fi elds demand that 
occupants alter their makeup—both cogniti vely and cos-
meti cally—in order to make meaning and pleasure out of 
its constructed territories and team affi  liati ons. This paper 
explores how those territories and “teams” might engage 
augmented interacti ons with context, rules, otherness, 
and a relati onship to the ground. In the process, we might 
understand ourselves, nonhuman people, and built things 
as companion creatures parti cipati ng in a shared game brim-
ming with treats.

“Architecture animalizes space by maintaining its 
disti nctness. It acts as animal, as repository of the clas-
sifi able. Architecture thus makes culture much as the 
animal makes it—by fi lling in, with classifi able diff er-
ences, the place of the inert, the speechless. It gives 
meaningful materiality to the speechless, which might 
also be a kind of repression of the ‘life’ of a material in 
order to give it certain form.”1

� Catherine Ingraham, Architecture and the Burdens of 
Linearity

“Myth-images of half-human beasts like the mermaid 
and the minotaur express an old fundamental, very 
slowly clarifying communal insight: that our species’ 
nature is internally inconsistent; that our conti nuiti es 
with, and our diff erences from, the earth’s other ani-
mals are mysterious and profound; and that in these 
conti nuiti es, and these diff erences, lie both our sense of 
strangeness on earth and the possible key to a way of 
feeling at home here.”2

� Dorothy Dinnerstein, The Mermaid and the Minotaur

FOREWORD
This paper is part of larger body of design research for a forth-
coming book called Creatures are Sti rring: Toward an Animate 
Architecture. The book explores zoomorphism and animism in 
contemporary architectural practi ce and argues that animate 
architectural form is endowed with a subjecti vity of its own, 
positi oning architectural objects as companions that cohabi-
tate our urban and rural landscapes and empowering human 
and nonhuman subjects alike.

The book extracts examples from the discipline of archi-
tecture, as well as cultural references at-large to illustrate 
instances where a creaturely human subjecthood is enacted 
through augmented interacti on with rules, context, and 
otherness. While the work is moti vated by an appreciati on 
for formal expressions of creaturely character, its creature-
oriented ontology suggests that it is not suffi  cient to perceive 
a zoomorphic building as a companion being with its own sub-
jecti vity, but that we might also adjust the percepti on of our 
own human personhood to acknowledge all that we have in 
common with these creature companions. This adjustment 
levels the planetary playing fi eld occupied by ourselves, 
nonhuman people, and built things as companion creatures 
inhabiti ng a shared and expanded environment. 

As one of the oldest known team sports in the world, the 
game of polo is in a unique positi on to illustrate a real world 
(yet arti fi cial, and certainly anthropocentric) instanti ati on 
of this shared playing fi eld. While there are many sport 
types that involve animals, including racing, fi ghti ng, and 
hunti ng, polo is unique in its team-based gameplay and its 
greater intensity of interacti on and cooperati on between 
human and nonhuman persons. While neither polo, nor 
a disciplinary practi ce of architecture can ever claim to 
represent anything other than a human perspecti ve, it 
can augment that perspecti ve through an amplifi cati on of 
architecture’s inherent qualiti es. By providing our shelter 
and accommodati ng a range of everyday needs and “crea-
ture comforts,” architecture acti vates and engages the basic 
creaturely qualiti es of being human and inhabiti ng the world 
as humans. In other words, architecture inherently enacts 
a creaturely human subjecthood—a spati al identi ty con-
ti ngent on percepti on, sense receptors, and interpersonal 
relati onships with beings and things. By challenging our 
everyday understanding of these creaturely connecti ons to 
space, the game of Polo may help us imagine other possibili-
ti es for our creaturely human existence.

Here we extract lessons from polo that will guide our analysis 
of three selected case studies that demonstrate how archi-
tecture, like polo, can amplify the creaturely augmentati on 
of the human experience through planimetric strategies that 
reorient our relati onship to ground, in much the same way 
that airborne, aquati c, or sti cky footed creatures inhabit the 
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world. All three projects use plan to prompt us to suspend 
our human disbelief and to enter into the fi cti onal world of 
the creature.

AUGMENTING RULES: PLAN AS SIMULATOR
Rules are an abstracti on of lived experience that facilitate 
interacti on in a shared environment, or even simulate the 
lived experience of another being. In the case of polo, the 
primary rules dictate how players may move on the fi eld in 
relati on to one another. The “line of the ball” is an imaginary 
line that represents a “right of way” for the last player who 
hit the ball, and restricts movement across the area in order 
to prevent collision. As a safety precauti on that responds to 
the strength, speed, and visual restricti ons of the horse, these 
rules impose arti fi cial constraints on human players that 
change their percepti on of the fi eld and other players on it.

While the human and the horse each maintain their disti nct 
species-specifi c subjecti viti es and worldviews, the human-
horse polo player eff ecti vely becomes a composite creature 
where the two bodies operate in tandem—a new creature 
with its own individ uality and agency. The humanly “organs” 
of the new polo creature privilege vision and directi on, while 
the horsely “organs” privilege touch and feeling. The human 
rider’s broad range of binocular vision expands the pony’s 
separate left  and right fi elds of vision. The pony provides high 

speed locomoti on and spati al intuiti on that the human body 
cannot perform. And as opposed to pulling dramati cally on 
the reins to constrict the horse’s posture, the skilled polo 
player subtly leans and shift s their mounted body to hapti -
cally signal commands and directi on to the running pony.

Bureau Spectacular’s Pool Party elevates nine found swim-
ming pool basins above the open triangular courtyard at 
MoMA PS1. In eff ect, the project reenacts the viewpoint of 
a planimetric worm’s eye drawing, casti ng the human occu-
pants into the role of virtual earthworms, wriggling their way 
through the invisible substratum of simulated soil. The high 
perimeter concrete walls of the PS1 courtyard reinforce the 
fi cti on that the audience is exploring a subterranean world.

The simulati on of a worm’s eye view reveals that the assump-
ti on of human uprightness defi nes plan as opposed to secti on. 
For a creature with sti cky feet or locomotors like earthworms, 
the orientati on of plan seamlessly transiti ons into secti on and 
vice versa, with litt le regard for gravity. The project privileges 
cogniti on over experience, re-orientati ng the spati al qualiti es 
that we typically associate with secti on (the eye-level per-
cepti on of simultaneous spaces) into the gravity of plan. The 
fi gural profi les of the swimming pools is delineated in plan, 
but if you swim according to a conventi onal stroke technique 
in a pool, the body is re-oriented such that the planimetric 
shape of the pool is temporarily registered as “secti on” rela-
ti ve to the horizontal orientati on of the swimmer. As a result, 
the pools provide an instructi onal catalyst for transposing 
occupati onal spati al qualiti es that we associate with secti on 
into the organizati onally instrumental potenti als of fl oor plan.

Figure 1: Pool Party (2016). The project elevates nine found swimming 
pool basins above the open triangular courtyard at MoMA PS1, reenacti ng 
the viewpoint of a planimetric worm’s eye drawing and casti ng the human 
occupants into the role of virtual earthworms. Image courtesy of Bureau 
Spectacular.
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AUGMENTING CONTEXT: PLAN AS TRANSLATOR 
Context is oft en a matt er of interpretati on or re-interpreta-
ti on. Context may be used as an excuse to justi fy repeti ti on of 
the past, but it may also be used as the raw material for a new 
future conditi on—an opportunity to re-present a known con-
diti on with the intent to produce alternati ve outcomes. Sam 
Jacob’s obsession with the football pitch (and his practi ce 
of redrawing it) as an abstracted vesti ge of medieval village 
rivalries is one such instance where context is re-drawn in a 
playful reconsiderati on of cultural conventi ons that defi ne 
one of the world’s favorite pasti mes.3

Similarly, an architectural reconsiderati on of polo for its inter-
species dynamics permits us to simultaneously acknowledge 
and then re-contextualize polo’s historic roots in violence and 
warfare as training for the elite cavalry units of the Persian 
Empire, and later with its colonial appropriati on by Briti sh 
imperialists in India. Evidence of its fl uid and adaptable nature 
is not only its positi on as oldest recorded team sport, but also 
the myriad nonhuman creatures with which it can be played—
a broad range of other biological and mechanical creatures, 
including elephants, yaks, and bicycles. Through this process 
of recontextualizati on, we arrive at a contemporary conditi on 
where bikes can be read as creaturely companions, reframing 
an age old sport in today’s urban reality. 

Pita & Bloom’s New Zocalo transposes Augustus Woodward’s 
masterplan for Detroit into a colorful architectural plan for 

a contemporary cultural complex set upon a large fi gural 
plinth. New Zocalo challenges the conventi onal construc-
ti on of human subjecti vity by off ering something akin to a 
bird’s eye view. A bird’s eye view is closest to true plan with 
its vantage point from the sky. However, a bird also experi-
ences a conti nuously shift ing perspecti ve as it takes off  from 
ground to sky, transiti ons from verti cal to horizontal moti on, 
and then returns to ground or to perch in a treetop or a roof. 
In this way, its relati onships to context is always changing—at 
one moment a building’s elevati on looms above, at another 
moment the building’s roof is ground, or the elevati on drift s 
by alongside as it fl ies down the street. The sampled urban 
fragments of New Zocalo build an immersive experience that 
reproduces this alternati ve constructi on of the city. Elevati on 
is projected onto ground, ground is projected onto elevati on; 
solid fi gural extrusions bleed into transparent fi gural frame 
structures. Ground is layered upon ground. In eff ect, this aug-
mentati on of context constructs it anew.

By physically treading on these familiar fragments plani-
metrically (as opposed to viewing them elevati onally in an 
exhibit display), the context becomes experienti al rather than 
interpretati ve. The fragments cannot be readily dissected, 
classifi ed, or analyzed, but as a series of overlapping ground 
fi gures, they become a living diagram suggesti ng other ways 
to occupy the ground. In this sense, the project operates like a 
full-scale occupiable map of a fi cti onal cityscape. As opposed 
to a GPS that directs you along a specifi c path to reach a fi xed 
endpoint, this map exposes the constructi on and logic of pos-
sible pathways to discover new and open-ended routes, while 
revealing that the urban ground itself (a plinth aft er all!) is a 
fabricati on of the imaginati on.

AUGMENTING OTHERNESS: PLAN AS NARRATOR
Otherness is a fi cti on used to defi ne many harmful exclusion-
ary practi ces that keep us separate and distant from those 
beings that are deemed diff erent than (and therefore infe-
rior to) ourselves. On one hand, the spectacle of the polo 
grounds is infused with cultural practi ces that maintain 
such an existi ng order: the fancy dress and feathered hats 
of a well-groomed audience make for a festi ve and playful 
atmosphere, but also serve to reinforce the neatly compart-
mentalized worlds of spectators in the stands in oppositi on 
to the composite creatures on the fi eld (not to menti on the 
unrepresented hoi polloi outside). 

On the other hand, there is a moment in the game where 
this boundary comes down and a glimpse into another world 
is made possible during the stomping of the divots at half-
ti me. In this ritual of unknown origin, human spectators jump 
the fence and take to the fi eld to turn over and smooth out 
clods of dirt that have been churned up by the horses hooves 
during the fi rst half. The practi ce serves a practi cal purpose 
of protecti ng players and horses from tripping hazards and 
keeping a smooth surface for the travel of the ball. However, 

Figure 2: New Zocolo (2016). The project transposes fragments of 
Augustus Woodward’s masterplan for Detroit into a colorful architectural 
plan for a contemporary cultural complex set upon a large fi gural plinth. 
Image courtesy of Pita & Bloom.
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it also turns the spectacle from one of restrained refi nement 
to a playful display of surreal absurdity by placing well-heeled 
ladies and gentleman in a muddy pit that is typically the 
domain of horses. 

Three ti mes longer than an American football fi eld, the 
overwhelming scale of the polo fi eld is most apparent when 
standing upon it, and while there, it is impossible to avoid 
the exhilarati on and terror of how it would feel to remain 
standing in that spot while the game is in play. One is refresh-
ingly aware of one’s own human, nay creaturely, vulnerability 
when stomping in the footprints of these fi erce and formi-
dable steeds. Whether friend or foe, it is clear that it is best 
to stay out of their way. 

Design With Company’s proposal for the Collider recreati on 
campus collects multi ple fi gural buildings and zones of acti v-
ity into a vast and sprawling masterplan. Even the most 
straightf orward inhabitati on of the ground plane is trans-
lated into a locomoti ve adventure that is narrated by the plan 
drawing, specifi cally the pedestrian track that loops its way 
around the enti re site. On one end of the site, the track rises 
above the ground as an elevated walkway while on the other 
end, it twists and meanders along labyrinthine coils at grade. 
For a pedestrian walking or jogging on the track, the experi-
ence of moving along a sequence of sweeping radial curves, 
oblique straightaways, and winding slalom produced by the 
coiled “trail gauntlet” provides an ever changing perspecti ve 
and relati onship to the ground, prompti ng bodies and build-
ings to cohabitate within the campus loop.

As formal creatures in their own right, the buildings’ spac-
ing and orientati on in relati onship to one another is not 
just a matt er of planimetric organizati on, but of planimetric 
storytelling. The site plan that fi xes the footprints of these 

creatures to the ground also determines who will face each 
other and at what proximity; it suggests who are friends and 
who are “others.” These relati onships are determined by both 
the fi xed locati on of the structures, but also the constantly 
changing locati on and perspecti ve of the viewer. As a human 
cohabitant moves around the fi gural track, their view of the 
creature cluster is always shift ing—at moments brushing up 
against the underbelly or seeing a pink head peeking out from 
behind the massive grey rhino-like body to spy on you. Or 
rounding another corner to see that the other side of the pink 
head is too preoccupied to spy on you because she’s kissing 

Figure 3: Collider Acti vity Center (2013). The project for a recreati on campus circumscribes its site with a three-quarter kilometer fi gural pedestrian 
track that collects multi ple zones of acti vity into a sprawling masterplan. As the headquarters for a rock climbing company, the enti re project serves as a 
billboard for and demonstrati on of alternati ve forms of human engagement with surfaces of ground, whether they be horizontal, verti cal or somewhere 
in between. Image courtesy of Design With Company.

Figure 4: Collider Acti vity Center (2013). Image courtesy of Design With 
Company.
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the jolly green-peaked gryphon. While on the far side of the 
track, you are no longer a companion to the crew, but rather 
an observing spectator, watching as these characters move 
together and then apart, like the fi ckle love stories of a tawdry 
telenovela or the back-and-forth scrimmage of a polo match.

IN CLOSING
Candyland4 is a gameboard populated with a host of subjec-
ti viti es and vital matt er: gesti culati ng plum trees, humanoids 
with peppermint appendages, bats that feed on long strands 
of red licorice, and a vibrantly viscous pool of erupti ng 
molasses. Yet its game pieces, as placeholders for human 
subjecti vity, are tethered to a singular pathway from which 
they may never stray, and which denies direct experience 
or percepti on of these diversely enti cing sugary landscapes. 
While Candyland’s graphic representati on of another possible 
world is seducti ve, its potenti al is stymied by the alienati on 
of its anthropocentric worldview, where humans are prede-
termined winners based on the initi al privileged shuffl  ing of 
a hierarchical “deck” of species and subjecti viti es.

While it is easy to dismiss the vibrantly illustrated (albeit inac-
cessible) creatures and treats of Candyland as mere frivolity, 
perhaps we need to more seriously leverage frivolity itself. 
The worldview that elevates animism above mere frivolity, 
also elevates frivolity as a core value that defi nes an ethic for 
inhabiti ng the planet with extravagant playfulness, smashing 
the fearful righteousness inherent to “grown-up” behavior. 
Access to Candyland’s broader nonhuman territories and co-
occupants requires us to re-train the spati al and ontological 
cogniti on of how we see and understand the world, to get off  
the singular path, and to share space with the creature-like 
candies and candy-eati ng creatures. Mounti ng a polo pony 
(literally or fi gurati vely) to play the game as a composite crea-
ture may help empower us to take the initi al leap away from 
an anthropocentric worldview.


