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chAPTeR 14

Examining Utopias: Comparative  
Scales as a Transdisciplinary  

Research Method

Jana Culek

An Extended Introduction: On Curiosities – Utopias and Transdisciplinarity

Developing my work between the boundaries of what is considered a tradi-
tional architectural practice and academic research, my curiosities begin with 
one of the most prominent tools of the architectural discipline – the draw-
ing – specifically, the ways in which drawings can be used as critical tools, as 
methods of creating, containing, and transmitting knowledge, and as objects 
that develop architectural narratives. But while some architectural drawings 
can accomplish these tasks by using their own visual elements, often they are 
accompanied by texts that deepen and develop the message they convey. The 
interest in the interrelation of drawings and text, and how they can be used to 
develop architectural thought, present architectural ideas, and create critical 
positions has led me to investigate a specific set of projects – utopian ones. 
Having (mostly) no intention of being built, these projects employ various af-
fordances of drawings and texts to convey their fictional yet critical proposals. 
Utopian architectural projects are envisioned as a collection of ideals, working 
together to provide a theoretical testing ground. In the same way that utopian 
literature is not meant to provide an applicable script for an ideal society, uto-
pian architecture does not intend to provide blueprints. Their aim is not one 
of realisation or total implementation, but rather one of providing a reflection 
and critique to their historical environments. In the context of my research, 
utopia is seen as a critical and speculative method, an unattainable ideal not 
meant to be achieved, but rather serves as an ever-moving goal towards which 
we stride. Utopia serves as a means for social imagination and as a hope for a 
better future.

This content downloaded from 131.180.131.66 on Thu, 08 Jun 2023 12:17:00 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



jana Culek214

But architecture is not utopia’s primary field. Utopian projects produced 
in architecture mostly model themselves on a tradition already established in 
the literary field, where ideas of ideal societies and environments that enclose 
them have existed at least since Plato’s Republic. The official history, as well as 
the name of the genre begins with Thomas More’s 1516 fictional, political book 
Libellus vere aureus, nec minus salutaris quam festivus, de optimo rei publicae 
statu deque nova insula Utopia or, shortly, Utopia. Since then, the nomenclature 
signified a fictional work that, through directly or indirectly reflecting on var-
ious societal events and conditions, proposes alternatives. Due to the fictional 
character of the genre, these alternatives can (and have) also been far removed 
from their historical reality. While the literary field allows for more radical 
proposals to be developed, given that the limits imposed on them are only 
those of imagination, architectural utopias tend to be slightly more realistic. The 
environments they depict are often constrained by laws of physics or practice. 
However, the elements that they propose to change, or ones they highlight, are 
indicative of the societal issues present in the moment of their creation. Some of 
the issues addressed by the utopia’s long history are still relevant today; others 
have become less important, irrelevant, or outdated.

To better understand and identify the tools and the critical and specula-
tive methods architecture uses to produce its utopias, my research compares 
the architectural utopias with ones from the literary field. This allowed me to 
approach a more diverse and open field of knowledge and has prompted me 
to move past the boundaries of my own discipline to track possible roots and 
correlations of the ideas that utopias propose. Through a transdisciplinary ap-
proach that builds upon the traditional tools and practices of the architectural 
discipline, and by enriching them with tools, practices, and methods from other 
disciplines – in this case, primarily the literary one – new insights are produced.

This paper examines a research method I have developed for the purpos-
es of my own doctoral research. Being both an architectural practitioner and 
researcher, I have developed a method that is a heterogenous blend of archi-
tectural design tools and scientific research methods. It involves not only a 
historical examination of the different architectural and literary utopian works 
but also a process of creative discovery through text and drawing, in which the 
imaginative and projective nature of the architectural discipline plays a strong 
role in understanding and reconstructing the utopian worlds. Building upon 
the complexities and multifacetedness of the architectural discipline, the re-
search does not look at these utopian proposals only as enclosed wholes, in the 
manner of a historical overview. My interests also grew to include several more 
architecturally rooted questions: How and with what formal and conceptual 
elements are these fictional worlds were constructed? How did these elements 
respond or relate to “real,” historical ones? What were the most common so-
cial and spatial forms used in the utopian projects? What types of changes 
do they propose or instil in our environment, and do these elements differ 
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in architecture as opposed to literature? The method will be demonstrated 
through one of the case study pairs that I have been working with, namely that 
of Ludwig Hilberseimer’s urban proposal Metropolisarchitecture,1 and Yevgeny 
Zamyatin’s novel We.2 Looking not only into the proposed utopian elements but 
also how they relate to same-scale elements of their historical contexts allows us 
to see what types of utopian changes3 lead to what types of results with the aim 
of identifying which social and spatial forms shape utopian worlds and which 
forms are, in turn, shaped by utopias.

The Problem of Different Fields: On Architectural and Literary Utopias

One of the first problems I encountered through my research was that, by exam-
ining works from two different fields – architecture and literature – the methods 
traditionally used in either were insufficient in bridging the transdisciplinary 
gap. The reason for this was mostly due to the differences in the approaches 
and outputs of the works, as well as differences in what is considered a utopian 
work. Literary utopias are created as fictional texts, with rarely any graphic rep-
resentation. To describe the imagined world, the various changes the utopian 
work proposes in relation to our “reality” are depicted on the level of social 
interactions and spatial conditions, while the built environment is described 
throughout the narrative, as a set in which the plot unfolds. Architectural uto-
pias, conversely, are presented mostly through drawings and generally focus 
on spatial changes of different scale, with the population described in toto 
within the accompanying texts, and in relation to their interaction with the 
built environment.

To build the framework around what is considered a utopian project, I re-
lied on the definitions of two architectural historians and theorists: Françoise 
Choay and Nathaniel Coleman. In her book The Rule and the Model (1997), 
Choay offers a definition of seven features that make a work utopian, which she 
based on Thomas More’s Utopia. Architectural historian and theorist Coleman 
proposes to view the architectural project not as utopian per se, but rather 
as having “utopian potential” or a “utopian dimension.”4 By combining their 
definitions, the most general aspects that define utopian works across both 
fields is that they propose a critical and innovative alternative to their historical 
conditions, which is built through a strong presence of both social and spatial 
elements or forms. Proposing both spatial and social changes goes to show how 
our environments have an effect on us, and conversely, how our social systems 
can have a direct effect on our spatial surroundings.

Having a way of clearly defining which architectural projects and literary 
works fall within the utopian genre did not, however, mean that the works 
would propose similar worlds. Although the pairs of architectural and literary 
utopias that I use throughout my research were generally created roughly in the 
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same historical and geographical context, and often discuss and critique similar 
societal conditions, they don’t always do so through the same lens. Certain 
historical conditions can be perceived completely differently across the fields. A 
concept that is considered positive and productive and is manifested as a utopia 
in literature can be considered negative and destructive and consequently man-
ifested as a dystopia in architecture. Taking a direct example from one of my 
case studies – namely Metropolisarchitecture and We – both dealing with the 
implications of industrialisation and mass production on society, each author 
positions themselves differently. While Hilberseimer, a modernist architect and 
urbanist, sees order, control, and repetition as productive and welcome results 
of mass production, allowing him to propose a new city for the new metropol-
itan man, Zamyatin sees order, repetition, and uniformity as negative and dan-
gerous concepts when applied to the population. What is also interesting when 
observing these case studies as reflections of their historical contexts, but from 
today’s perspective, is that the notions of what is considered utopian or dysto-
pian changes over time. In the period of its creation, Metropolisarchitecture 
was considered a utopian project, demonstrating all the possibilities of archi-
tectural modernism. From today’s perspective, however, the popular opinion 
regarding this project is more closely related to the viewpoints of Zamyatin 

– which goes to show that what is considered utopian or dystopian is histori-
cally relative. Therefore, it is important to note that, in my research, I do not 
necessarily differentiate utopian and dystopian projects in a traditional manner. 
Both subtypes are investigated equally, since both are seen as a manifestation 
of an imaginary world or society which is informed by reality and creates a 
critique of a given historical context, regardless of whether this manifestation 
is built upon and based on desire or fear.

The Problem of Comparing: What to Compare?

An architectural approach to analysing utopian works traditionally starts from 
a formal analysis of the objects the project produced. A similar approach exists 
in comparative literature, where a traditional “formal analysis” or a “close read-
ing” means “interpreting all of the formal techniques of a text as contributing 
to an overarching artistic whole.”5 But to avoid these traditional methods of 
both fields, which focus only on the produced elements themselves and not on 
how they correlate with the context in which they were produced, I have used 
a method proposed by literary theorist Caroline Levine in her book Forms: 
Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network. She proposes “broadening our definition 
of form to include social arrangements,” which in turn has the effect of dissolv-
ing “the traditional troubling gap between the form of the literary texts and its 
content and context.”6 As a way of introducing a new method for looking at 
forms in comparative literature, Levine proposes to observe the affordances 
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inherent in all forms. Based on James Gibson’s term from his theory of percep-
tion, she defines affordances as “a term to describe the potential uses or actions 
latent in materials and design,”7 stating that these ways of use or action can be 
multiple and parallel in each form. As a result of the different sets of affordances, 
she proposes four overarching groups of forms: (1) the (bounded) whole, (2) 
rhythm, (3) hierarchy, and (4) network. While affordance often refers to phys-
ical attributes of forms (or objects), what Levine adds with the inclusion of 

“social arrangements” are the different social conditions and events that these 
forms engender. For instance, the transparency of glass buildings in Zamyatin’s 
One State leads to a complete lack of privacy, and consequently complete social 
control, which would not be possible with other, non-transparent materials.

Levine’s specific differentiation of forms was not a direct way to structure 
my research, but her approach has been helpful in identifying the various ele-
ments that I have consequently analysed and compared. While a formal analysis 
is not a novelty in the architectural field, the inclusion of social elements and 
experiences into the overarching terminology of “form” certainly is. By combin-
ing both social and spatial elements, I was able to bridge the gap between the 
two fields. Utopian works of architecture and literature propose both social and 
spatial changes, but the traditional methods of analysis from each field rarely 
look at both. Even though both fields investigate “forms” of the works (forms of 
text in literature and physical form in architecture), they rarely look into how 
these forms perform – which is where Levine’s inclusion of “social arrange-
ments” becomes instrumental. The “forms” of both fields become substantiated 
with the societal effects they engender, creating a more complete picture of the 
critique which the utopian work poses.

Including both social and spatial aspects of the works, the method allowed 
for the identification of various isolated or overlapping “building blocks” that 
could be compared. From an architectural perspective, this allowed me to not 
only identify the spatial elements proposed through the drawings and described 
through the texts but also the societal consequences these spaces impose. It also 
allowed me to analyse how these elements overlap and influence each other. For 
instance, Hilberseimer’s large-scale repetitive building blocks can be looked at 
not only as mass-produced elements that form the image of the city but also 
as structures that influence the daily rhythm of the lives of their inhabitants, 
as “bounded wholes” that enclose numerous other repetitive wholes, as a dis-
tributed network that shapes the entire city, or as elements forming the vertical 
transportation system. So, while the literary utopias perhaps lack precise visual 
descriptions of the spatial elements building the utopian worlds, and while 
architectural utopias lack the narratives that explore the implications of the 
proposed environments on the inhabitants, through our disciplinary know-
ledge and imagination, and through observing the affordances of specific forms, 
we can attempt to reconstruct the missing elements.
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Interpreting both literary and architectural works as a collection of different 
generative forms, each responding or relating to a specific historical context, has 
allowed me to further level the playing field between architectural and literary 
utopias, as well as their contextual relationships. This way, instead of perform-
ing an immense historical overview that, in the end, only positions the works 
within their contexts, I identify and juxtapose a constellation of ideas – “real” or 

“fictional,” social or spatial – that were brought forwards either within the works 
or within their respective contexts. These ideas build a collection of forms that 
have, in one way or another, shaped our social and spatial environment.

The Use of Drawings

Aside from assisting in bridging the gap between the two fields, breaking down 
the utopian works and identifying the various elements has also opened the 
possibility of visualising them. Drawing then becomes an integral part of the 
comparison, working together with text to depict and interpret the conditions 
surrounding the different forms. Through a “reconstruction” of missing ele-
ments, based on the affordances of the differing social and spatial forms, I was 
able to perform a visual and textual juxtaposition of different utopian “build-
ing blocks” (fig. 14.1–14.3, p. 218–223). While the juxtaposition of textual parts 
focused on the written narratives and related historical, philosophical, literary, 
and architectural writings, the visual analysis was created using both newly cre-
ated analytical and interpretative drawings as well as original drawings created 
by the utopian authors, which accompanied the projects. Using drawing – as 
one of the main tools of the architectural discipline – and the architectural and 
spatial affordances of all the social and spatial forms that were described in the 
works only through limited written narratives, I created a series of images to 
reconstruct and depict the various elements that build up the utopian worlds. 
To visualise the changes that the utopian works proposed in relation to their 
historical contexts, the contextual forms were also reconstructed and drawn.

Comparative Scales: Small, Medium, and Large

Acknowledging that the various social and spatial forms I have identified 
within the works differ in size – both on a purely spatial level as well as on 
the scale within which they operate – I divided the compared elements into 
three predominant scales: small, medium, and large. The small scale focuses 
on the individual and their surroundings; the medium scale looks at commu-
nities, groups, and other forms of human organisations; and the large scale is 
focused on larger populations such as those of nations or even the global scale. 
And while it may seem that distributing various utopian and contextual forms 
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throughout different scales would go against the possibility of understanding 
them and how they are connected, correlated, or overlap, it is in fact the oppo-
site (fig. 14.4, p. 224). Taking as an example the children’s book Cosmic View: 
The Universe in 40 Jumps (1957) by the Dutch author Kees Boeke, or perhaps 
the more well-known Powers of Ten (1977) film by Charles and Ray Eames, we 
see that distributing objects throughout different scales allows us to see their 
correlation. Boeke’s aim was to “find a means of developing a wider and more 
connected view of our world and a truly cosmic view of the universe and our 
place in it.”8 Both the book and the film show a series of images that, through a 
progression of scales, show different elements. Zooming out from a 1:1 scale of 
a human, each subsequent larger (or smaller) scale puts the previous one into 
perspective. Showing a wider view allows one to visualise where the smaller 
element is placed and which other such elements it is surrounded by.

A Comparative Demonstration

Applied to the Hilberseimer and Zamyatin case study pair, and through situat-
ing them in their historical context, the scale analysis is as follows.

Beginning with the small scale, the analysis focuses on individuals living in 
three separate conditions: one located in a 1920s European metropolis, one liv-
ing in Hilberseimer’s High-Rise City, and one inhabiting Zamyatin’s One State. 
While the written analysis focuses on the notions of alienation and takes the 
blasé9 individual as a contextual anchor point, the visual analysis examines the 
living conditions of all three “metropolitan” subjects. The historical individual 
lives in a tiny apartment, crowded with unfunctional furniture and suffering 
from bad hygienic standards, but the conditions of his two utopian counterparts 
are quite different. Hilberseimer’s “shadowy figure”10 lives in a spacious mod-
ernist apartment, equipped with central heating, indoor plumbing, and cross 
ventilation, while Zamyatin’s “number” lives alone in his transparent glass room, 
with amenities shared with the rest of his building block. The most obvious 
difference across all three conditions is the use of materials – the most radical 
one being Zamyatin’s, where the room itself, as well as all its objects, are created 
out of glass. However, Zamyatin shares a similar scale as well as the notion of 
shared facilities with the condition of the historical context. Both Zamyatin’s 
and Hilberseimer’s individuals are dressed in uniforms – while Zamyatin’s is an 
actual uniform, Hilberseimer’s is the “uniform” of the capitalist metropolitan 
subject – a nondescript suit and a cylinder hat (fig. 14.5, p. 225).

The medium scale investigates the building types present in the three “cit-
ies” and the notions of multiplication, repetition, and typology (both on an 
architectural and human scale). The contextual streetscape contains various 
differing typologies, created in different historical styles, usually lacking any 
uniformity. The streets are narrow and not suitable for the increasing amount 
of traffic; the air is usually polluted due to the proximity of industry and 
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Fig. 14.1 Small Scale – Visual and textual analysis and reconstruction of the living unit based 
on the HilberseimerZamyatin case study pair. Original drawings by Ludwig Hilberseimer and 
reconstructed drawings © Jana Culek.
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Fig. 14.2 Medium Scale – Visual and textual analysis and reconstruction of the housing 
slab based on the HilberseimerZamyatin case study pair. Original drawings by Ludwig 
Hilberseimer and reconstructed drawings © Jana Culek.
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Fig. 14.3 Large Scale – Visual and textual analysis and reconstruction of the city morpho
logy based on the HilberseimerZamyatin case study pair. Original drawings by Ludwig 
Hilberseimer and reconstructed drawings © Jana Culek.
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Fig. 14.4 Comparative scale matrix with elements and illustration through the 
HilberseimerZamyatin case study pair.
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Fig. 14.5 Small Scale – Interior scenes (from top): 1920s Berlin workingclass apartment, 
Hilberseimer’s apartment*, Zamyatin’s room*. Images reconstructed by Jana Culek.
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production. But Hilberseimer’s and Zamyatin’s streetscapes are both repeti-
tive and uniform. They are structured mostly out of housing units and follow 
an endless rhythm of geometric multiplication. The materiality of the three is 
one of the greatest differences once again, given that Zamyatin’s One State is 
constructed exclusively out of glass. Both utopian cities have systems of under-
ground transportation networks running underneath an orthogonal grid of 
streets. There is no individuation in either streetscape. But the hygienic quality 
of life seems to be improved compared to the historical context. The wider 
streets, better orientation, and functional zoning (which is explicitly present 
only in Hilberseimer’s proposal) create vastly different conditions. The public 
open spaces in the utopian proposals are also much larger than those in the 
historical metropolis, either to accommodate the political structures or to off-
set the scale of the buildings themselves (fig. 14.6, fig. 14.7).

And finally, the large scale investigates the three “metropolitan” conditions 
themselves, on the scale of the city and the city state. On a social level, the 
three cities are very different, ranging from post-war European capitals to a 
mass-produced and industrialised metropolis and finally an authoritarian, 
technocratic city state. The historical city is once again a heterogenous accumu-
lation of functions and typologies, growing mostly in an organic way and with 
no overarching geometric plan. Both Hilberseimer’s and Zamyatin’s cities are 
entirely based on a strong and repetitive grid system. But while Hilberseimer’s 
metropolis is one that could, in theory, be repeated ad infinitum, Zamyatin’s 
One State is bounded within a glass wall, separating it from the rest of the plan-
et, which has been reclaimed by nature and the wilderness (fig. 14.8).

The analysis demonstrates that, while the different social scales mostly 
focus on living beings and their interactions, they also include elements of 
ordering and arranging these interactions. Aside from looking at people (or 
other beings), the social scales examine formal and informal groups (polit-
ical, religious, administrative, working, etc.), collective and societal systems 
(educational, political, etc.), as well as societies and societal structures in gen-
eral. The analysis of social scales also uses abstract notions related to societal 
and individual interactions and states of being (alienation, fragmentation, 
commodification, capitalism, etc.) to describe the conditions of the examined 
elements. Each social scale has its spatial counterpart, which embodies the 
environment in which the social forms take place. Therefore, the small scale 
focuses on the habitus and immediate surroundings of the individual such 
as the house or the apartment, the medium scale investigates more complex 
forms of architecture encompassing not only housing but also various types 
of public buildings and spaces intended for human interaction, and the large 
scale investigates the city, either as a confined, bounded whole, or as an end-
less system of repetition.
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Fig. 14.6 Medium Scale – Housing (from top): 1920s Berlin tenement, Hilberseimer’s 
housing (v1&v2), Zamyatin’s building block. Images reconstructed © Jana Culek.

This content downloaded from 131.180.131.66 on Thu, 08 Jun 2023 12:17:00 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Fig. 14.7 Medium Scale – Utopian streetscapes: Hilberseimer’s metropolis*, Zamyatin’s One 
State*. Images reconstructed by Jana Culek
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Fig. 14.8 Large Scale – City maps (from top): 1920s Berlin, Hilberseimer’s metropolis, 
Zamyatin’s One State. Images reconstructed by Jana Culek.
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Conclusion: Architectural Tools from a Literary Perspective – And Back

Performing transdisciplinary research is challenging from the start, especially 
in a situation where one discipline develops knowledge not only through texts 
but also through drawings. Consequently, working with utopian works from 
two different fields is even more complex given that, aside from being pro-
duced through two different mediums (drawing and text), the works are also 
strongly based on imagination in their creation of new worlds that have not 
been described or depicted before. However, combining tools and methods of 
analysis from both the architectural field and the field of comparative literature 
has allowed me to develop an approach that enabled a productive comparison. 
Breaking the utopian works down to their building blocks has allowed me to 
identify the changes that occur throughout different scales and in different in-
tensities. Performing an analysis on each scale separately has also allowed me 
to understand how the elements correlate and how they form intricate spatial 
and social systems.

And while this paper discusses some of the literary origins that influenced 
the development of my approach, its basis has always been innately architectur-
al. What started as a traditional, formal, and typological analysis of the different 
forms and spaces proposed in utopian architectural projects has developed 
to also include what we would today call a “post-occupancy study” – in other 
words, how the buildings and spaces that were produced influenced its inhab-
itants and vice versa. What started as a visual analysis through different scales 
of space developed into an analysis and definition of various scales in which 
humans (or other imaginary beings) operate within a society. By identifying 
similar tools in both disciplines, which operate in a like manner, what initially 
seemed as a problematic task of comparing the textual world of literature with 
the visual and speculative world of architecture becomes an exciting task of fill-
ing in the missing pieces of the puzzles. Understanding that literature also pro-
duces images, albeit in a less directly visual form, allows us to use the established 
tools of architectural research to cross-disciplinary boundaries and produce 
new approaches and new forms of knowledge. Taking a cue from literature, and 
embracing both textual and drawing-based narrative approaches, has enabled 
architects to create different types of projects that focus not only on solving 
the brief, but also critically position themselves to their historical contexts and 
speculate on possible future scenarios of use, while investigating different ways 
in which the projects could have an effect on their societal contexts.
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Notes

1. Ludwig Hilberseimer, “Metropolisarchitecture,” in Metropolisarchitecture and Selected 
Essays, ed. Richard Anderson (New York: GSAPP Books, 2012), 264–304.

2. Yevgeny Zamyatin, We, trans. Hugh Aplin (Richmond: Alma Books, 2009).
3. The utopian change is referred to as a change of a specific condition/form/element in rela-

tion to its historical context – i.e. different political system is proposed, a new architectur-
al type is devised, etc. – the results they lead to is the effect that these changes incite both 
in the utopian projects/narratives and in the historical contexts themselves.

4. Nathaniel Coleman, “The Problematic of Architecture and Utopia,” Utopian Studies 25/1, 
(2014): 8.

5. Caroline Levine, “Introduction: The Affordances of Form,” in Forms: Whole, Rhythm, 
Hierarchy, Network (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 1.

6. Levine, “Introduction,” 2.
7. Levine, “Introduction,” 6.
8. Kees Boeke, Cosmic View: The Universe in 40 Jumps (New York: John Day Company, 

1957), 7.
9. The blasé individual stems from the blasé outlook introduced by Georg Simmel in his 

1903 essay “The Metropolis and Mental Life.” He defines it as an internal mechanism 
through which one deals with the overstimulation of senses.

10. Cameron McEwan, “Ludwig Hilberseimer and Metropolisarchitecture: The Analogue, 
the Blasé Attitude, the Multitude,” Arts 7/92 (2018): 12.
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