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abstract

The architect and spatial designer necessarily treats as ‘real’ the unbuilt building latent in their
representations, doubling their conceptual and perceptual understanding of what is simultaneously there
and not-there. One form of architectural representation particularly embodies this nature of presence and
absence—the physical model. Inhabiting the same space as the designer, the materially present artefact
of the model projects a larger version of itself into the mind of its viewer, while maintaining its own small
'realness. | suggest that in the reading of the physical model, and potentially in photographs and films taken
from the model, this uncanny doubling lends an increased level of viewer spatial engagement than other
forms of three-dimensional representation.

In my transdisciplinary art/architecture practice | explore the uncanny nature of the physical model in relation
to built and unbuilt architectures. Through the employment of recursive models of models, of models, of
models, | foreground the viewer’s acts of perceptual construction, while challenging their understanding of
what Is ‘real. Forms of mise en abyme permeate cultural references, where doubling occurs and reoccurs,
producing in their viewers that fundamentally uncanny place of the 'abyme, or abyss. | seek to make work
that magnifies the viewer's uncanny experience through the production of physical model replicas of
existing rooms and galleries, which each contain a model replica of the model, and so on, until the physical
limitations of the material halt the recursive iteration. These pieces ultimately bring the built ‘real’ interior/
building into the realm of model, of the unbuilt, but still physically, materially, and spatially present.
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preface: an uncanny analogy

As architects and spatial designers, we create at a distance from our final intended object. We make
drawings and models (and many other things) that allow us to engage in the cosmopoiesis (worldmaking)
that defines our disciplines, and this relationship between the representational artefacts we make now, to
bring our spatial designs into being in the future, is described by Robin Evans as ‘reversed directionality.’
We learn, in our training, to treat the imagined future that resides in our representational artefacts if it was
already manifest at full size—discussing our as-yet unbuilt buildings, rooms, and cities as spatial, material,
experiential edifices, manipulating their materials via their analogical equivalents in our drawings and
models.?2 This ‘belief’ (or a suspension of disbelief) in the drawn/modelled building as building, not drawing/
model, is a creative and constructive process, and necessary for architectural poiesis. Our perceptual,
experiential engagement with the buildings, rooms, and cities living In our representations parallels
the experiential nature of the constructed (if they ever are constructed) spaces themselves—the two are
analogically related; they are the same, but different.> Analogical processes are ‘at the core of cognition’
and are what allow us to draw upon what we already know, and have experienced, to project something
that doesn't yet exist, to begin to know it even before it is born into the material world.* Designing through
a variety of representational types, architects and spatial designers overlay our conceptual and perceptual
understanding of what is simultaneously there and not-there, what Is the same and yet clearly different.
Operating through such forms of doubling the analogical relationship between representation and building
(perhaps like all analogies) is fundamentally uncanny.®

a spatial doppelginger

One form of spatial representation, more than any other, embodies this uncanny nature of presence
and absence—that of the doppelganger of the physical model.® Inhabiting the same space as the architect,
the materially present artefact of the model projects a larger double of itself into the mind of its viewer,
while maintaining its own small ‘realness. This doubling may explain why photographs and films made
Inside a model can provide their viewer a higher level of spatial engagement than other forms of three-
dimensional representation.’

[W]lhen working on a scale architectural model, the architect
knows that 1t represents a fiction since the depicted building
does not (yet) exist; but they will still select and transform
their modeling materials as 1f these were the real building
materials at the prescribed scale. The conflation of the
faithful and the false, the real and the fictitious, 1s the
locus of an architect’s i1magination, which must dream fictions
in the space of reality.®

The model 1s a made thing (and | am referring to largely handmade models and do not include those
ghostly apparitions of the digital model manufactured predominantly through 3d-printing); it is formed of
materials that have been worked by hands—it has a relationship to the body of its maker/s and its viewers.
It finds ways to mimic larger things, to abstract out the detall that cannot survive miniaturisation, and to pay
attention to what will, in some way, however small, contribute to the affect and the affordance of the model
as a whole.?
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When we Interact with a scaled physical model in person, we continuously negotiate the relationship
between our (full-sized) bodies and the small space in front of us. If we are able, we might directly interact
with that small space (with our large hands), but we always engage with it perceptually, to project ourselves
Into that space, imagining ourselves in a small body, empathising with the world inside the model.'® We thus
understand the model (and its represented space) from within and without, another uncanny doubling that
we integrate into our understanding of the artefact in front of us and the large space it implies."

The dollhouse 1s a materialized secret: what we look for 1s the
dollThouse within the dollhouse and its promise of an infinitely
profound interiority.?

When a model replicates the space within which it dwells, these levels of doubling are compounded,
uncanny analogy upon uncanny analogy. Dwelling inside a larger house, the doll's house exerts a tension
upon the human that occupies this simultaneously exterior and interior domain.® Only later becoming
toys for a child’'s imaginative play, early doll's houses mirrored the full-sized signifiers of wealth of their
adult owners.™ The uncanny ‘doll's house’ makes an appearance in fictional works, often as a double of
the full-sized spaces in which the narrative unfolds. Edward Albee's play Tiny Alice (1964) includes ‘a large
architectural model of the very castle within which it sits [... and the play’s] characters interact with this
model; they wonder and make observations about it, referring to the model and the mansion as the same
thing." In Hereditary (2018) director Ari Aster's draws upon Albee's work, conflating a model replica with
the ‘real’ space in which it is housed, using tracking shots to move from scaled space to its larger version.!®
Aster’s work specifically uses this uncanny pairing as a device for tension and evolving horror.

into the abyss
Mise en abyme has become the accepted shorthand for referring
to any part of a work that resembles the larger work in which
it occurs.t

The disquieting effects both of the uncanny and of the mise en
abime arise from a disparity between the reader’s expectations
and the experience of reading.?®

[M]ise en abyme unsettles the structure of representation,
opening up an epistemological “black hole”™ that swallows
certainty. An uncanny procedure, 1t induces in the reader a
sense of vertigo, of gazing into the abyss.'

The term mise en abyme ‘was christened by [author] André Gide In 1893 after a type of a heraldic
escutcheon [...] comprising a small-scale duplication of its own emblem and contours’' but the use of such
recursive devices are ‘as ancient as art itself, with ‘examples of mise en abyme [...] found in medieval and
ancient literatures:?®° The French term does not have a version in English, but is roughly translated as ‘putting
Into an abyss, and reflects the impact of such recursive embedding upon the reader/viewer ‘creating an
impression of widening and deepening a work, of opening a vertiginous abyss (“abyme”) before [them].?!
While scholarship of mise en abyme evolved though literary theory (despite first emerging in reference
to a visual artefact), the form transcends discipline and media.?? Indeed, this recursive form permeates
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cultural references in a variety of media, from Matryoshka (Russian) Dolls, to the self-referential mosaic in
the entrance to the Hagia Sophia, the play within a play in Hamlet, the Droste cocoa packaging, to Wes
Anderson's play doubly performed within a film in Asteroid City (2023). Metareference theorist Werner Wolf
advocates an expansion of the discourse of mise en abyme beyond the literary, to draw in a variety of forms,
and argues that such medial inclusivity will generate new strands of knowledge that can feed back into
literature studies, as well as contributing to their own disciplines.

Mise en abyme draws attention to the nature of the representational artefact, reminding the reader or viewer
they are engaging with a made thing, and they have an active role in the construction of the fictional world
that forms Iin their imagination.2® Within a fictional work, such as a play (Tiny Alice), or a film (Hereditary), a
model of a house situated within that house is a form of mise en abyme, the constructed model reminding
the viewer that the play or film is also constructed. A model of a room within that room is also a form of mise
en abyme, the model a reminder that the room is also constructed. A model of that model (and a model of
the model of the model) manifests a version of the ‘infinite regress’ evoked by mise en abyme.?*
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@scandalous_artefacts And will your model
include a tiny 1:225 model of your studio
tucked into the corner of 1t?
— [ guess 1t must do!
— which then needs a 1:3375 model in 1its
corner.

@31 44 Is your world not small enough through
isolation?
— maybe I could live inside my model.

@lucycarterart I thought this was an actual
real 1ife room!
— 7t 1s, Jjust a really small one made of
cardboard!

@redmond_bridgeman Is that you visible going up
and down ladders from the window to the right?
— sadly, no. It’s on an adjacent property.
@redmond_bridgeman I thought you
were perhaps making a M. Snow
tribute film - Up and Down....

@31_44 You need a 1:15 squeegee for those
windows. Filth.

— the windows 1n my studio are always
mucky, so 1t 1s quite realistic! They
have only cleaned them once in the
last 18 months and they didn’t do a
very good Jjob!

@redmond_bridgeman I’'m confused-which is the
model, which 1s the reality
— ah... that’s the question....

@jolaw/200 Do you ever get confused?
— sometimes when I glance into the model
I get an odd sensation, looking into the
small version of the room I am 1in.

@brunosilvestrearchitecture Turn the lights on?
— [ never turn the lights on in my studio
so these are fairly accurate!

@orojoo Where’s the mini you?
— [ only come 1n one scale.
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1H,£1’ii'r"fﬂlﬁirf
& AN @redmond_bridgeman Is that a real (actual) dog

- ' or a model of a dog - woof woof..?

S
.

-,

’l,l"l..‘ @jolaw7200 Oh my gosh! This can get confusing!

@twj.vwx Is there a 1:550 one to go inside of
that, too?!’

— 1t would need to be 1:33/75 to be to
scalel I think I will make a box to stand
in for it but it will only be about 5mm
on each side!

@twj.vwx ‘that’s absolutely
brilliant hahaha

@scandalous_artefacts 1:15 “Used for some
animal figures and automobile models” Wikipedia
informs me
— [ need some to populate the model! Quick!
Surely that 1s an essential item that we
can still buy online?

@jamesrogdgers_artist ‘I'm so confused what’s
happening, is that a mini model on the desk in
the model, or i1s it the model on your desk 1in
real life?’

— both! It’s meant to be confusing 1n Jjust
that way! And inside the mini model of
the model 1s another model table and
another model.

@cyan_o_type But does the model in a model have
a model in it?’
— of course 1t does!

@terry.howe2018 You’re messing with our heads!

— yes!!!
@jolaw/200 iteration and recursion .... ad
infinitum... road to maddness!

@redmond_bridgeman So now we are dwelling 1in
your model of your studio?

@jolaw/200 Gosh! Now I am really confused!
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@illan_santos When are you doing
model cyanotypes? Inside the model,
in a model table?’
— yes!
— the scale of the sun 1i1s
whatever you want 1t to be!

@jolaw/200 Oh my goodness! I did
think to myself: I wonder whether
she will make her plan drawers....
— [ am thinking I am going
to make miniature versions
of some of my cyanotypes
inside the model i1tself,
while filming my hands
reaching in to do it!

@terry.howe2018 Love this! Your
arm takes on a Life of its own.’

@joshuamcalister You're a giant
now !

@mirroredimagesart Looks 1like
Lilliput!

@bloemen_and_blue I’'m absolutely
loving your work in construction-
your mini cyanotype the icing on
the cake - fabulous. Love 1t.

@31 44 ‘our 1:15 M&E subcontractor
was neater than your 1:15 picture
hanger.’

— ‘I know - shocking, right?
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@jolaw/200 What’s this about?
— 1t will all slowly be revealed!

@jolaw/200 Intriguing... the plot thickens.....

@seanawyatt Fantastic!

@darren _c obrien Brilliant

@berntporridge An up-market revision of Mike
McGhie’s white cube at the Gulag?
— [ never Saw that!

@redmond_bridgeman Love your cubby house!
— ha!
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@andrewjhoulton And in many multiple scales.
Looking good
— 7t’s all about scale!
— Certainly is and fee scales too

@alluvial _fan So cute the little one
it’s only Z2cm wide!

@31 44 [t’s massive!
— 1:5/

f
|

s B |
N

@cyan_o_type Inception &
— that 7s what’s 1t’s meant to do to
your head!

@jolaw/200 Can’t wait to see it in the 1:1
gallery!
— me too!
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@terry.howe2018 Love the first image, 1t’s looks
Iike a huge abstract on a wall. Brilliant!

i‘il'ul!ﬁ'.l'I'iI.U.MIIM'iHWﬂ“ﬁﬁ‘ﬂiﬂlﬂ“ﬂlﬂ.ﬁ“‘ﬁﬁmmﬁ“l A

I

_I'

@leslie.bill cool. just need to know size!l :-%f
— the model 1s 1:15, with an internal floor
to ceiling of about 280mm.

— ok let me get my ruler out and I°1]
send you some pics. I'm working in
Hammersmith on Monday so could run
them over to you then?

@31 _44 Ooh... we’ll think of something
for consideration!
— [ should hope so!

@jolaw/200 Looks 1like a great gallery
space!
— 1t 1s! Although the model 15
still missing quite a lot of
things at the moment.

il

s e

\_ O

@joshuamcalister Obsessed @cyan_o_type Urgh I miss
— 71t would seem so! model making
— do you not get to
@steve_kenna Awesome do it any more?

sockets!!
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@cyan_o_type Oooo. Can I do a tiny cyanotype?
— yes pleasel I was hoping you might
suggest that! You can do more than onel!

@djhavercroft 1s this at scale too? I never
Know any more
— 7t 1S at scale - Will made scale versions
of some of his large cyanotype prints to
go in the 1:15 model.

@jolaw/200 A tour de force!l!

@all_a_storm_in_a_teacup That is awesome!!!l!

@cyan_o_type These look amazing!!!
— they do, good job Will!

.

AN

@jolaw/200 Can’t wait to exhibit in this
amazing gallery!

@howlandevans a little Cuban clay dome! (@
porticoandpatio)

@elizabethhatz Brilliant

@beth_george So cool!

— thanks for contributing the work!
— my absolute pleasure!!! So good to
see the prints exhibited again!!

— 1t°s magnificent!

@violetamchugh It looks amazing! Watching your
stories I really couldn’t tell 1f 1t was the

p— model or the real size room! Such a great job!
| o

@mqginhg I can’t believe 1t°s not real - real

NS

EEF = for my feet!
“__ B @darren_c_obrien Looks great Eleanor

@aoife ni d Excellent Eleanor!!!
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@alluvial_fan Look so good Eleanor!
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Eleanor Suess and Dr Maycon Sedrez from Deakin's School of
Architecture and Built Erwironment. Through their respective work,
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architectural representation induce spatial perception.
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epilogue

The work contained in this document (that you are reading) Is extracted from my transdisciplinary art/
architecture practice, which, by its nature is also fundamentally uncanny—being between and also moving
across two disciplines, looking back at one home discipline from the location of another, to be simultaneously
Inside and outside a discipline—'at once inside and added on, always already at home yet an outsider.?’ In
this practice | use mise en abyme as a device to draw viewers' attention to the process at play in physical
models, to engage them with the small spaces inside the models, and to explore the uncanny nature of the
physical model in relation to built and unbuilt architectures. Through this employment of recursive models
of models, of models, of models, | foreground the viewer's acts of perceptual construction, while challenging
their understanding of what is ‘real; and seek to amplify the uncanny qualities of the experience. The abyss,
In a mise en abyme, is a fundamentally uncanny place, where doubling occurs and reoccurs and reoccurs,
iInvoking the void of infinity, but pulling us back from that abyss as the physical limitations of the model
materials halt the recursive iteration.

The use of models emerged from a desire to develop my existing architectural filmmaking practice beyond
its reliance upon existing built edifices, and, through this process of making, | recognised the relationship
between the room | worked within and the model spaces | was crafting, understanding the performative
nature of my practice, and its relationship to the performative qualities and potential of its artefacts. In the
re-presentation of this work here, another layer of performance has taken place—new forms of engagement
and ‘reading’ of the work have been performed (by you).
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Small Studio F23 was produced in the first Covid lockdown—a 1:15 paper and card replica of my South

London artist’s studio remade my space of making from within, using the limited supply of materials |
had to hand.

With lockdown preventing the public exhibition of the physical work for the foreseeable future, | utilised
Instagram as a device to ‘exhibit’ the work, including the process of its production, and thus have viewer
input to the work as it developed.

Paired photographs from within and outside the model showed the miniature room first, revealing its made
nature only after a screen swipe. Placed against the studio windows, the interior view drew in the world
outside, the 15x scale difference being absorbed without notice by the camera’s artificial eye.

Possibly prompted by @scandalous_artefacts’ Instagram comment ‘And will your model include a tiny 1:225
model of your studio tucked into the corner of 1t?, | produced my first version of a mise en abyme—within
the model studio dwells a 1:15 replica of the 1:15 model (resulting in a scale of 1:225) in the same relative
location in the studio window on a replica table. Not stopping there, this model of the model contains a
1:15 version of itself (now at 1:3375), also sitting on a model of the model table, again in the window. At
this point the recursion halts—the final model of the model of the model is only a few millimetres on each
side, without an interior of its own in which to contain its own replica. These layers of replication and self-
reference destablilised the reading of photographs and films taken within the model—by containing a model
within Iits own interior space, the model room is situated as ‘real’ via its counterposition to that which is
'made. The model of the model of the model continues to disrupt the reading of scale and the understanding
of real versus representation even further.
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the cube at scale (2021)

In 2021, as we were emerging out
of nearly a year of lockdowns, a
collection of timber studs and
cementitious panels that had been
stored in a corner of the communal
spaces in my studio complex became
transformed into the Cube Gallery. An
iteration of the late architect/artist
Ken Taylor's 4 x m2 Gallery Pavilion,
the Cube Gallery was placed in a
double height atrium in the centre
of the studio complex, to become a
site for the studio tenants to share
their work with each other?® While
having a strong sculptural presence,
the structure has a life of its own with
its ‘Interiority’ allowing artworks to
change in the Tm2 windows.

The Cube at Scale (2021) responds
to the artefact of the pavilion—the
construction of a mise en abyme of
recursive model replicas draws this
original 1.1 artefact into the work.
The first model was 1.5, filling one
of the 1Tm2 vitrine windows of the
pavilion gallery, and this scale afforded
the model construction a direct
tectonically analogical relationship to
the 1:1 version—balsa was sawn and
connected using nails and pins in holes
made with a jeweller’'s micro drill bit.

As the recursion reduced the respective scales to 1:25, 1:125, and finally 1:625, the modelmaking process
abstracted out the tectonics of its precursor, and halted at a version 4mm wide, this miniature enchanting to
the human viewer but crude to the mechanical eye of the camera.?® Each model was a model of the version
one scale larger, not the original at 1:1, and therefore took that other model as the primary reference.

A relocation of this installation to another 4 x m2 Gallery Pavilion (at Ken's studio in Peckham) severed the
link to the Cube Gallery ‘original; thereby causing the first recursive element to be lost.*® However, this move
Instead established a more complex relationship to the model-like artefact of the gallery pavilion, sharing
many formal and spatial qualities of its new home, but with different external cladding materials (which
changed over the duration of the exhibition).
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little lethaby (2021)

Little Lethaby took the production
of mise en abyme to a fully public
venue—viewers' reading of the work
conditioned by their embodied
experience of dwelling in the same
space as the model, within the large
room that repeats itself at smaller
scales directly in front of them.*
Made for the (In)visible Processes
exhibition at Central Saint Martins,
the project included a 1:15 model of
the gallery space, a model of itself,
and a model of that model, and was
positioned in the gallery by windows
onto a public walkway.??

Dwelling in a far corner of the 1:15
model, a small video camera looks
across the model gallery, towards
the windows, capturing passers-
by pausing to look into the gallery,
peering into the 1:15 model, and the
1:225 model, and seeing the 1:3375
model.*® A large screen broadcasts
the camera’s view, affording a view
inside the model to both gallery
visitors and passers-by, seeing
themselves appearing though the
model windows and roof cutaways. In
addition to its own recursive replicas,
the larger model housed a series of exhibitions of its own, creating an exhibition inside an exhibition, adding
another set of referential relationships to the mise en abyme.?* In the ‘main’ exhibition in the ‘real’ gallery, a
series of eight of my large cyanotype photograms on coloured card were displayed—in the first exhibition
In the Little Lethaby gallery a corresponding set of miniature cyanotypes on coloured card were hung in
the equivalent location. These were not replicas of the large prints, but little artworks in their own right,
produced from the shadows of small objects. These were joined by other small artworks made by others—a
small clay architectural precedent model; a small original painting; a miniature knitted textile piece; scaled
digital prints of Jo Law's The lllustrated Almanac offset lithographic prints; and replica cyanotypes by @
cyan_o_type.>® The exhibition also contained objects from my own practice—models made for The Cube
at Scale; clear acrylic blocks for making cyanotypes; video work on an old iPhone screen; plaster casts of
single-use packaging; and furniture from my Small Studio F23 model. Model hazard cones (made many
years earlier by @cyan_o_type when they were one of my architecture students) appear throughout the
space, which, along with my model plan chest spilling out its contents of small cyanotypes, imply the
exhibition i1sn't quite finished.
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9 columns (2024)

9 Columns (2024) was a 1:10 model
created for a joint exhibition with a
colleague, Dr Maycon Sedrez, titled
Form Shadow Space: Analogical
Perceptual Artefacts, which used our
respective art/architecture practices
to explore ways in which artefacts of
architectural representation induce
spatial perception.’® Moving to this
larger scale afforded this model three
further recursive Iterations—starting
with the original space of the gallery
their scales were: 1.1, 110, 1100,
1:1000, and 1:10000, the last of which
was a millimetre square. The scale and
size of the original gallery allowed the
second recursion to also hold its own
small exhibition—Maycon produced
versions of his large paintings for
each of the largest two models, both
spaces then becoming doubles of
the original as sites of exhibition. This
mise en abyme was placed in the
entrance to the gallery, drawing viewers though one opening into a space through another, and another, and
another, and then back out into the full-sized room they and the largest model shared.

The models are understood as made objects and as spaces In their own right—the enchantment by the
varying technical intricacy of the hand-made models parallels the immersive engagement of projected spatial
perception—these double readings paradoxically, uncannily, overlaid.?” In this enchantment/engagement
of artefact/space respectively, viewers relate their architectural elements to those of the gallery—the nine
columns that structure all versions of the gallery (‘real’ and model alike) become sculptural figures in every
iteration.

As with Little Lethaby, a small camera lurks inside the largest model, its linked screen positioned to face
viewers as they approach gallery and gallery model(s). The live image also affords its own uncanny reading—
seeing the screen before noticing the camera, a viewer would interpret the space shown as full-sized, and
as they bend down to peer into the model their own face looms large in the doorway, and they become a
Lilliputian giant looking in to a world too small for them to enter.?®
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