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According to Tino Schaedler 
and Michael J. Brown – architects 
now involved in film – in the movie 
industry, the digital revolution 
is spearheading a new kind of 
architecture that centres on 
dynamic perception.

Text Tino Schaedler and Michael J. Brown



in which form is animated by time rather than 
being its passive receptor. Yet only a few excep-
tional buildings incorporate elements of move-
ment and pace. Hans Scharoun’s National 
Library in Berlin, Frank Lloyd Wright’s Guggen-
heim Museum and Foreign Office Architect’s 
Yokohama Port Terminal are exceptions shaped 
by movements of different speeds, celebrating an 
immanent union of time and form. Conceived in 
the cineplastic mindset, they determine your  
perception through their internal script, direct-
ing your sight and varying your direction, speed 
and at times your posture. They introduce cer-
tain parts of the whole, while concealing others 
to present at a later moment. In short, the experi-
ence of the building becomes inseparable from 
your cinematic momentum through it. Yet, what 
tools can be employed to grasp this new concep-
tion of space and architecture?  
	 In his book The Projective Cast (1995), Robin 
Evans traces the intimate bond between architec-
tural design and its means of representation. The 
architecture we create cannot be separated from 
the means by which we represent (and thereby 
evaluate) it during the many steps from inception 
to realization. Thus the development of an archi-
tecture of the cineplastic must include a rethink-
ing of our own methods. 

∫

We naively expect the story to be  
told like any other: an even, chronological 
unfolding of events. And yet the opening scene  
of David Fincher’s Fight Club promises a film that 
is anything but the usual fare. It begins as we 
emerge micro-sized from a pore on the protago-
nist’s face and slide up the blurred outlines of  
the pistol in his mouth. He exchanges a few lines 
with his alter ego as the camera slides through 
the exterior façade to view a menacing Tyler  
Durden back through the reflective glass. With 
an unexpected jolt, we drop 20 storeys to street 
level and intangibly slice through the pavement 
into the multistorey parking garage below. A 
seamless blending of real and digital segments 
allows us to visually continue the demolition’s 
narration by flying through a bullet hole in a 
parked van’s windscreen to finally witness its 
load of explosives. Beautifully executed and skil-
fully conceived, this opening is radically removed 
from any route we could actually ‘experience’, yet 
it remains eerily intuitive. Ignoring conventions 
of distance and time, Fincher’s masterful camera 
work weaves through different scales and spaces 
to reveal the narrative along its own unique time-
line. He builds space not with montaged snippets, 
but through carefully constructed continuous 
shots, captivating the audience while surreally 

Tschumi applied the technique of storyboarding 
in their designs for Villa Meyer and Parc de la 
Villette. Both are great examples of architecture 
conceived as a sequence of framed views arranged 
along a linear path. Although time is incorporat-
ed as a design factor, it is still at a photographic 
level since motion and instantaneous sections of 
space remain as separate entities. 
	 Zaha Hadid’s recent explorations in axonomet-
ric and perspective projection more fluidly  
illustrate the correlation between representation 
and design. As Patrik Schumacher traces in  
Digital Hadid, what started as a primarily graphic 
vehicle adding dynamic flavour to presentations 
evolved into a sophisticated tool to develop 
expressionist forms. Her vast painting studies 
merge multiple perspective constructions into a 
distorted, seamless, animated carpet. Schumach-
er understands these images ‘as attempts to  
emulate the experience of moving through an 
architectural composition revealing a succession 
of rather different points of view’. As such, they 
close the presentation/generation loop and mark 
a notable evolutionary step beyond traditional 
single-viewpoint architectural strategies. 
	 In the late 1960s, Californian landscape  
architect Halprin developed a graphic system 
called ‘Mo-tation’: a combination of the words 

It is through our wandering eyes – scanning the 
sensations of colour, proportion and rhythm – 
that we read and define space. Our perception  
is never static; even when we sit motionless, our 
gaze wanders, activating the space around us. 
Like a moving film camera we experience our 
own continuous film of fluid, dynamically un-
folding volumes, montaged by the blinking of 
our eyes. 
	 Cinema proved to be both rapid and prophetic 
in its transition from abstract, static notions of 
space to naturalistic and dynamic modes. Espe-
cially after 1906, the year the camera was freed 
from the tripod, cinematic space exposed the 
indivisible union of space and time. While early 
films represented scenes from an unflinching 
frontal perspective, akin to filmed theatre, the 
transition to complex interweaving of views and 
montaged narrative took only a few decades – 
progress not lost on other media. Prose literature, 
such as Virginia Woolf ’s Mrs Dalloway (1925), 
and works of art like Duchamp’s Nude Descend-
ing a Staircase (1912) echo these new perceptions 
with their attempts to capture the temporal.  
Yet, with a few exceptions, this idea of dynamic 
perception has eluded architecture. 
	 Cineplastic architecture regards time as the 
natural dimension of form; it’s an architecture  

recasting our view of the world. More subtly,  
by surpassing our common experience of  
architecture, this choreography introduces the 
poetic, indivisible union of space and time  
inherent to film. 
	 It is a development that was foreseen by art  
historian Elie Faure, who in his 1922 treatise  
De la Cineplastique wrote: ‘With the notion of 
duration entering as a constitutive element into 
the conception of space, we will easily imagine  
an art of “Cineplastic” blossoming which would 
be no more than an ideal architecture.’ Owing  
to recent advances in digital technology, Faure’s 
treatise now more than ever provokes a new  
perspective on the relationship between architec-
ture and film. 
	 The concept of cineplastic space hinges on 
illustrating the complex symphony of phenome-
nal impulses that we define as spatial perception. 

	 Prior to the introduction of digital computing 
and the filmic possibilities it offers, projective 
geometry provided the common design language. 
Its main assets – plan, section and elevation – are 
static projections promoting an inert notion of 
space within the constraints of Euclidean geome-
try. With few exceptions, such as Arab and Japa-
nese architecture, this correlation has ruled archi-
tecture’s history. The invention of linear perspec-
tive drawing in the 15th century, for example, saw 
an explosion during the Renaissance and baroque 
periods of axial architectural and urban compo-
sitions meant to be enjoyed from a few set van-
tage points. This medium, supplemented by 
architectural photography and technically eased 
by the computer, remains one of the high points 
of architectural representation today. 
	 Yet there are signs that both the methods and 
concepts of cinema are slowly crossbreeding with 
architecture to create a new, more complex con-
ception of space. In film, storyboards have been 
the means of choice for years to visually conceive 
story lines in their temporal and spatial dimen-
sion. By breaking down the fluidity of time-space 
into keyframes, storyboards relate to the archi-
tect’s use of perspective drawing, yet they are  
an evolutionary step closer to designing with a 
dynamic notion. Le Corbusier and Bernard 

above  The newest development in filmmaking,  
so-called ‘game engines’, are used to load virtual 
sets and motion-captured actors’ performances 
into a system connected to a camera viewfinder. 
The director can walk with the camera through 
space, watching the overlapping digital set and 
real set respond in sync. This allows him to 
record acting independent of preset camera  
perspectives while maintaining a high level of 

above Still from Joseph Kosinski’s trailer for  
the game Gears of War, an experiment with 
the new ‘game engine’ technique. 
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Motion capture cameras

01 (green): motion capture cameras track  
	t he movement of the tracking point on  
	t he camera.
02 (red): the tracking information is converted 		
	 into digital vector information, then informs 	
	t he 3D camera in 3D space generated in a 3D 		
	 modelling environment such as Maya.
03 (blue): the real time rendered image of the 3D 		
	 scene that mirrors the real space camera 		
	 movement, is reported back to the camera  
	 and shown in the display.
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previous page Opening scene from David 
Fincher’s Fight Club, a film that features 
incredibly complex and fast-paced cam-
era moves, inconceivable without the 
assistance of pre-visualization, a  
technique in which low-cost digital  
3D animation aids the filmmaking  
process by creating rough versions  
of the shots in a movie sequence. These 
iconic camera moves penetrate build-
ings and spaces with an unprecedented 
dynamic flow.

Principle of the ‘game engine’.
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cinematographic freedom. Currently working 
with this technique are Robert Zemeckis, whose 
film Beowulf, designed by Doug Chiang, is sched-
uled for release in November 2007; James Cam-
eron, whose film Avatar, designed by Rick Carter, 
is expected in 2009; and Steven Spielberg, whose 
next big project is Interstellar.

Our perception is never 
static; even when we sit 

motionless, our gaze 
wanders, activating the 

space around us
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	 One technique used by progressive directors 
like David Fincher employs the extensive use of 
pre-visualization during film production. Pre-vis 
is a technique in which low-cost digital 3D ani-
mation aids the filmmaking process by creating 
rough versions of the shots in a movie sequence. 
Fincher’s films, such as Fight Club and Panic 
Room, feature incredibly complex and fast-paced 
camera moves, inconceivable without the assist-
ance of pre-vis. These iconic camera moves pene-
trate buildings and spaces with an unprecedented 
dynamic flow. Unlike the keyframe nature of  
storyboards, pre-vis offers the full potential to 
design in real-time 4D, holding great promise for 
the design of true architectural time-spaces. 
	 Another technique integrates gaming technol-
ogy into film production. James Cameron and 
Robert Zemeckis recently began using so-called 
‘game engines’ to load virtual sets and motion-
captured actors’ performances into a system con-
nected to a camera viewfinder. The director can 
walk with the camera through space, watching 
the overlapping digital set and real set respond in 
sync. This allows him to record acting independ-
ent of preset camera perspectives while main-
taining a high level of cinematographic freedom. 
At the moment, technical limitations allow for a 
real-time display quality equivalent to that of 

era. While breakthroughs like Jurassic Park set 
milestones for photorealism, hyperrealism films 
like Sin City or those of David Fincher use the 
medium to project worlds beyond everyday reali-
ty. As expressionist film of the 1920s inspired 
Faure to instigate a new architecture, so too does 
this new era in film – the digital era – offer new 
inspiration for architecture. The techniques used 
to conceive film have generated new aesthetics 
and viewing conventions for designers and ‘view-
ing public’ alike. Unlike the situation in 1922, 
however, these fields of stimulation extend 
beyond the film-architecture pairing to embrace 
video-game design and vast online worlds –  
terrains that can be harvested by architects to 
push the ideas of cineplastic architecture. 

movement and notation. This technique is  
similar to storyboarding, but allows for more  
fluid conception since it is thought as a timeline 
rather then keyframes arranged along a timeline. 
Halprin’s system is helpful as a graphic device to 
notate, but misses to potential to visually explore 
unforeseeable dynamic phenomena inherent to 
cineplastic architecture. If we stay with the anal-
ogy of music notation, it offers a means to notate 
the score, but we are missing the instrument to 
experiment with. 
	 Real innovation has occurred in recent years  
as rapid advances in digital technology have 
made possible inclusion of dynamic perception  
as part of the design process, while modelling 
and fabrication tools have opened new modes of 
conception and geometry. Greg Lynn, in particu-
lar, has experimented with ideas of integrating 
time into spatial design. His approach, however, 
is not perception based, but rather focused on 
parametric simulations of future forces within 
the design process. In regard to cineplastic archi-
tecture, animation tools of software packages 
developed for the film industry, such as Autodesk 
Maya and Softimage, offer interesting possibili-
ties that have rarely been explored.  
	 Through the integration of digital innovation, 
filmmaking of the past decade has entered a new 
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simple video games. But considering the rapid 
pace at which digital technology is evolving, we 
expect major improvements allowing photo- 
realistic display in the near future. 
	 As one might expect, these applications are 
gradually spilling over into the grey margins of 
the architectural world. Nau architecture recent-
ly developed an approach, aptly named 4D Mod-
elling, which puts dynamic perception at the core 
of digital, virtual design. Originally used to 
design stadiums for a futuristic American-foot-
ball video game, 4D Modelling assumes gaming’s 
ubiquitous ‘first-person’ narration, animating 
various camera paths that simulate the charac-
ter’s future/possible movements. The designer 
runs through these cameras’ perspectives, roughs 
out the geometry and gradually refines it with 
details that sculpt the experience into the fourth 
dimension. The result is virtual spaces that reveal 
their depth and variety only through the player’s 
movement across the field. His speed and view 
angle vary the user’s spatial perception, making 
surrounding stadium forms seem to flow like 
smooth sequences of looping waves – a true 
cineplastic architecture. 
	 Such experiments are redefining the use of ani-
mations in architectural practice, elevating and 
liberating them from roles as a stale presentation 

medium – i.e., uninspired fly-throughs – and 
embedding them directly in the design process. 
Techniques like 4D Modelling allow architects to 
develop a design intuitively in terms of storytell-
ing and temporally unfolding composition, clos-
er to the work of an animator than that of the 
traditional ‘master builder’. Architecture can be 
planned as an event, integrating aspects such as 
the change of lighting, texture and surface.  
	 It is only a short step to foreseeing a fusing of 
these technologies to allow for interactive evalua-
tion of a design, on-site and real-time. Design 
media will cease to be simply reduced, abstracted 
sketches of reality and become parallel, overlap-
ping versions of it. Beginning with a 3D model  
of the site, architects will be able to develop their 
script for the building, evaluating various speeds, 
approaches and lighting conditions. Before 
thinking about architecture per se, they can 
focus on movement into and up through the 
building, blocking out the basic geometry and 
pathway. With an advanced game engine, our 
future architect will explore the building on site 
through a visor, tuning the interior and exterior 
as an assistant makes real-time adjustments. 
Transfers between real and digital modes contin-
ue throughout the design process, in each step 
educating and surprising the designer. New, more 

nuanced conceptions of space emerge, not only 
because technology allows them to be discovered 
and evaluated, but also because architects are 
freed from line and paper in the first place. 
	 Architecture has certainly had its fair share  
of prognosticators, and clearly the ideas offered 
here cannot be applied to every architectural 
task. However, there is an increasing amount of 
traffic between the worlds of film and architec-
ture. Without a doubt, the cross-fertilization of 
these fields will provide the tools and concepts  
to feed both architects eager to make new spaces 
and a public conditioned by popular culture to 
hunger for them. The fusion of filmic and archi-
tectural worlds will finally make possible Faure’s 
cineplastic vision – but perhaps in ways he never 
imagined.
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