
The landscape of architectural practice is changing. 
The territory in which it operates is transforming. New 
terms of engagement will be required if the profes-
sion is to evolve and be able not only to respond to 
rapidly changing conditions, but indeed anticipate 
and innovate in the face of them. There is recogni-
tion that the current structure of the profession is 
relatively narrow in scope, one in which architects 
deliver a prescribed set of services or tasks. There 
appears, on the one hand, to be ever more special-
ization within the profession—curtain wall and building 
envelope architecture, interior architecture, healthcare 
architecture, airport architecture, sport architecture, 
project management firms, and sustainability experts, 
among others—leaving the actual scope and role of 
the profession in question. On the other hand, archi-
tects are increasingly embracing expanded scopes of 
practice. Small firms often take on a range of tasks, 
from branding, graphic, product, and furniture design 
to interiors and small buildings, while larger firms offer 
services ranging from the complete design of buildings 
to the production of construction documents, master 
planning, and project management. A century ago, 
Gropius tasked the architect, in The Scope of Total 
Architecture (1943), to understand design and fabrica-
tion processes, in order to combine “the qualities of an 
artist, a technician and a businessman”1 able to design 
a fork, chair, building, or city. Gropius called upon 
architects to avoid subjugation to purely technical 
imperatives, and he advocated against specialization. 
He argued that “good architecture should be a project 
of life itself and that implies an intimate knowledge of 
biological, social, technical, and artistic problems.”2

With a renewed interest in landscape, urbanism, 
ecology, infrastructure, technology, and fabrication, 
many architects continue this ambition of a return to 
a total or expanded scope. Yet some might question 
whether the attempt to hybridize or enlarge the 
scope of practice leaves the architect in a tenuous 
disciplinary position: a jack of all trades, but master 
of none. For Gropius, the architect is artist; with a 
Bauhausian ambition to design at all scales compre-
hensively, whether it be object, building or city. Yet as 
our physical environments become ever more complex 
and the information available about them increases 
algorithmically, the ambition to design it all, and with 
similar design methodologies, comes into question. 
The issue, therefore, is less one of expanding scopes 
but rather of recognizing that this broader scope 
requires expanded working methods and approaches; 
that design at different scales must accommodate 
different degrees of contingency and indeterminacy.

Perhaps, then, the first task is to consider possible 
models for this 21st century architect. The Webster 
dictionary defines an architect as: (1) a person who 
designs buildings and in many cases also supervises 
their construction, (2) a person who is responsible 
for inventing or realizing a particular idea or project. 
However, it includes “related words”: builder, maker, 
producer; captain, commander, director, handler, 
leader, manager, quarterback; contriver, designer, 
formulator, originator, spawner; arranger, hatcher, 
organizer, planner, plotter, schemer; finagler, machi-
nator, maneuverer; developer, generator, inaugurator, 
initiator, inspirer, instituter, pioneer.

These related and rarely considered words seem 
far more productive in defining a possible ambition for 
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A significant impetus behind the development of this 
new science—and indeed he conceived of it as a 
science—was the emergence of increasingly large 
and complex settlements, often operating as regional 
conurbations and even as global cities. Doxiadis had a 
relatively clear vision of the priorities urbanism should 
address. As a result, his analytic tools, while broad in 
the scope of analysis, maintain a clear methodology, 
at the risk of over systematizing research.  

What is striking, however, about the work and 
approach of Gropius, Fuller, Doxiadis, and MacKaye, 
is that each sought to establish a set of methodologies 
or priorities for approaching design; some broader, 
some more prescriptive. What new strategies and 
approaches might enable architects to respond to and 
address today’s complex entanglements of ecology, 
urbanism, infrastructure, global economics, and 
logistics?7

THE ARCHITECT AS SCHEMER
In her book Enduring Innocence, architect Keller 

Easterling suggests that the contemporary architect 
might well learn from the cunning of global economies 
and geo-political operations, not least in understanding 
their data, logistics, and spatial products. The archi-
tect, in Easterling’s view, has remained a bystander 
in the evolution of these spatial “formats,” both in 
understanding them, and intervening upon these 
complex spatial, political, and economic manoeuver-
ings. “Architects often treat them (‘spatial products’) 
as banal or unresponsive to recognized systems of 
architectural language, and, indeed, architecture is, 
for these formats, often only a by-product of data and 
logistics.”8

As evidence of their proliferation, Easterling 
tracks a series of spatial products—greenhouses 
in southern Spain, cruise ships in North Korea, golf 
courses in China—to uncover their geopolitical and 
economic logics. In each case, these places—often 
expansive in size and in their cultural and economic 
impact—have come into being with no architect 
involved. In Organization Space, she similarly reveals 
the protocols that dominate the landscapes of North 
America—suburban tract housing, roads, and regional 
landscapes. Fundamentally, Easterling acts as 
decoder and detective, revealing the invisible logics 
that inform the DNA of our constructed environments.

THE ARCHITECT AS DETECTIVE
I would therefore offer up another identity for the 

architect working in an expanded model of practice—
that of detective. In the detective story, the answers 
and outcomes are less interesting than the process 
and procedures of detective work. Significantly, the 

detective must approach each investigation with its 
own set of questions, adapted to the conditions, place, 
and events involved. While detective work has certain 
established procedures, the methods must respond to 
specificity of each case. Furthermore, detective work 
requires a shifting of scales—focusing on the details of 
an event or a series of very specific facts; and stepping 
back to understand a much broader set of spatial, 
temporal, and human relationships. 

Each of these methods and practices are 
vehicles for design thinking, and for questioning 
and repositioning the role of the architect within our 
physical and cultural environment. Part of this reposi-
tioning involves destabilizing many of the givens within 
which architecture has traditionally operated. To this 
end, I would offer five strategies for an expanded terri-
tory of engagement.

(1) Scale: Architecture, landscape, and urban 
design, regardless of the scales of their specific 
sites, must embrace their larger contexts of 
geography, economics, and ecology. These 
design fields should recognize the fluidity or elas-
ticity of boundaries, and the multiple forces and 
demands operating within a site. Architecture 
can only engage the larger forces which affect 
it if it operates at the scale which these forces 
are operating at. This does not necessarily mean 
building bigger buildings, but rather, thinking 
about an expanded territory of engagement.

(2) Stakeholders: Architecture needs to engage a 
larger set of stakeholders, not simply humans 
but species, ecologies, and environments. 
Stakeholders may have competing interests 
which may be brought together symbiotically 
to productively leverage each other. Equally, 
clients for projects may not exist at the outset 
of a project, but, rather, may only emerge as 
the stakeholders of the project become clear, 
bringing new advocates into the fray.

(3) Tools: If architecture is to engage more complex 
environments and issues, it must find new and 
adapted tools of analysis and visualization to 
document and understand existing conditions 
and put forward proposals. How can spatial, 
temporal, and social complexity be documented? 
Research in this context cannot be understood 
as an alibi for a project, but indeed, the first act 
of design, asking unanticipated questions and 
revealing opportunities and challenges.

the profession today. They suggest an anticipatory 
role, one that is strategic and opportunistic. It reposi-
tions the profession from one that ‘invents’ buildings 
and spaces to one that conceives of ideas, schemes, 
and relationships, of which buildings, environments, 
and structures are parts. In these scenarios, the 
outcomes are less clearly defined, yet perhaps more 
full of potential. They offer an alternative to the conven-
tional view of the architect as creator and implementer. 
What models might exist for this expanded model of 
practice?

THE ARCHITECT AS ORIGINATOR AND 
COMPREHENSIVE THINKER

Inventor and engineer Buckminster Fuller 
embodied perhaps most clearly a model of compre-
hensive thinker and experimenter. He was also a 
somewhat maligned character, frequently discounted 
as a dilettante. He argued that, in an age of over-
specialization, architecture is “almost the only 
profession that is trained to put things together and to 
think comprehensively.”3 Fuller lamented that “archi-
tects, engineers and scientists are all what I call 
slave professions. They don’t go to work unless they 
have a patron... When you’re an architect, the patron 
tells you where he’s going to build and just what he 
wants to do. … The architect is really just a tasteful 
purchasing agent.”4 Instead, Fuller advocated, in his 
actions and writing, for architects to think expansively 
and across scales; to consider the global systems 
and resources impacting our built environment, while 
simultaneously addressing the challenges of design 
at the scale of manufacturing and domestic mate-
rials. Fuller developed the notion of “Design Science”, 
a problem-solving approach in which he believed the 
solutions came not from the introduction of technolog-
ical wizardry but, rather, from a systematic study of the 
ordering of components in the environment relative 
to a given project. He also developed the idea of 
“Synergetics”, the empirical study of systems in trans-
formation; effectively, the study of spatial complexity 
with emphasis on total system behavior unpredicted 
by the behavior of any isolated components, including 
humanity’s role. Many critics have discounted these 
“disciplines” as pseudo-science, but what is striking 
is Fuller’s anticipation that a new discipline, with new 
tools, was necessary to address the scope of issues 
he deemed within the architect’s and engineer’s 
purview. Furthermore, Fuller’s emphasis on estab-
lishing the question as the first act of design, rather 
than the solution, seems critical. He argued, “The 
specialist in comprehensive design is an emerging 
synthesis of artist, inventor, mechanic, objective econ-
omist and evolutionary strategist.”5 

THE ARCHITECT AS ORGANIZER
If Fuller privileged technology, engineering, and 

fabrication as the set of tools which might allow the 
architect to expand his and her sphere of influence, 
American forester, planner, and conservationist Benton 
MacKaye advocated thinking synthetically at multiple 
scales. He helped pioneer the idea of land preserva-
tion for recreation and conservation purposes, and 
was a strong advocate of balancing human needs and 
those of nature, developing the term “Geotechnics” 
as an approach. His celebrated Appalachian Trail 
proposal embodied this comprehensive approach, 
encompassing recreational trails, rail infrastructure, 
and the incorporation of local economic centres in 
an integrated spatial framework. MacKaye argued, 
“We should say that planning is discovery and not 
invention. It is a new type of exploration. Its essence 
is visualization—a charting of the potential now 
existing in the actual.”6 He argued that planning ought 
to consider not simply an area of land, but also the 
movement and activity—whether human, ecological or 
infrastructural—happening within the area, effectively 
recognizing the site and forces within it as dynamic, 
shifting, and extensive.

If MacKaye offered design as a framework of orga-
nization, Greek architect and planner Constantinos 
Doxiadis understood design as a method of system-
atic analysis of human settlements. Doxiadis defined 
two terrains of architectural investigation: 

The first comprises the problems which require an 
understanding of local environmental situations 
and the role of architecture as the consolidating 
and coordinating discipline. The second category 
consists of the problems which are not connected 
with the environment and require action at a 
much higher level. The problems here are those 
which architecture faces in relation to industry, 
art, government, and the other forces of modern 
expanding society. It is our task to define the role 
of architecture in both these fields.7    

Doxiadis further defined five principles for under-
standing human settlement: (1) maximization of man’s 
potential contacts with the elements of nature; (2) 
minimization of the effort required for the achievement 
of such contacts; (3) optimization of man’s protective 
space; (4) optimization of the quality of man’s rela-
tionship to his environment by means of buildings 
and networks; and, finally, (5) settlement understood 
as the means of optimizing the first four principles. 
Doxiadis’ methods analyzed existing systems of 
mobility, economy, energy, and built form. He called 
his comprehensive approach to understanding cities, 
“Ekistics”, or a science of human settlement, and he 
outlined its scope, aims, and intellectual framework. 
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next north
The Canadian North has provided a fertile territory in which to test 
these assertions and speculations. Indeed, in many regards it demands 
new models of research and practice. Long overlooked by architects, 
the Canadian North’s unique combination of climate, culture, and 
geography has produced complicated infrastructures, settlements, 
and socio-political negotiations. Questions of how to document the 
scale and complexity of the region and how to envision futures that 
reconcile development with traditional living patterns and fragile 
ecosystems are key challenges for the design profession in the coming 
decades.

How then to chart the 3.5-million-square-kilometer context of the 
Canadian North — and with what tools and methods? The initial 
research was organized into six themes: settlements, culture, 
transport, monitoring, resources, and ecology — systems that seemed 
central to the development and evolution of the North. The inten-
tion of the research was to seek out potential cross-overs — where 
phenomena overlapped or intersected in some way — in order to 
leverage and test latent or overlooked opportunities. 

Immersing oneself in this context, if only remotely at first, became 
crucial. The office’s homepage was set to the Nunavut daily news-
paper, Nunatsiaq News, and we began checking the regional broadcaster 
CBC North regularly. Developing methods for organizing information 
also proved to be critical in our work processes. As one example, we 
began a rigorous bookmark tagging system by which to save, organize, 

INVESTIGATIONS 
IN A 
REMOTE 
TERRITORY

(4) Entrepreneurialism: Architecture, landscape 
architecture, and urbanism must rethink its 
current understandings of sustainability, beyond 
simply environmental ‘performance,’ to embrace 
notions of economic, ecologic, and social 
sustainability. Infrastructures should be entre-
preneurial, generating new economies and new 
public realms; embracing life-cycles and larger 
networks of flows.

(5) Contingency: Contingency is an anticipatory act 
and is often devised as a response to an unpre-
dictable eventuality. The role of contingency in 
architecture permits opportunism at the moment 
when architecture interacts with the complexity 
of its wider environment.

ARCHITECT AS QUARTERBACK
One might argue that the pursuit of architec-

ture today is a process that is increasingly immersed 
in states of contention. Working in such culturally and 
geo-politically complex contexts raises the question: 
to what degree can the architect propose ideas or 
solutions, particularly when working in unfamiliar 
environments? Places such as the Canadian Arctic 
challenge the architect to think, observe, and operate 
differently—to look at the context entirely anew—
leveraging existing spatial practices, social practices, 
and economic structures, among others, as agents 
in design. Both the challenge and opportunities of 
such contexts is that the rules—of what architecture, 
urbanism, or public realm tuned to the unique climate 
and culture of the place might be—have yet to be 
imagined. 

Because the built environment in the North 
has largely failed technically and culturally, work in 
that context demands wholesale engagement and 
knowledge of it, and equally demands that archi-
tects re-evaluate the fundamental questions that 
architecture needs to pose. Arctic Food Network and 
Next North envision an architecture that is adapt-
able, responsive, and temporal, rooted in this unique 
climate, geography, and culture. Rather than import 
Southern or universal models, or imagine vast empti-
ness, the Arctic Food Network proposes to rewire 

existing systems and harness local knowledge. The 
project posits the critical role that architecture and 
infrastructure can play in shaping identity—not simply 
in imagining new Northern vernaculars that bridge 
traditional and contemporary practices, but more 
significantly, in imagining new roles and programs for 
social infrastructure—adapted to the unique geog-
raphy and culture of the Arctic region.

ARCHITECT AS PIONEER AND FORECASTER
Given the ever more complex circumstances of 

architecture today, the changing nature of the profes-
sion, and the shifting territories of engagement, the 
architect can no longer only be an implementer of 
designs, but will need to take on more anticipatory 
roles. Projects such as the Arctic Food Network seek 
to position the architect as originator and forecaster 
of project potentials rather than simply implementer of 
designs. It argues that part of the architect’s role is to 
be anticipatory—revealing opportunities for design in 
contexts were architecture may have been overlooked 
or undervalued. The first role of the architect is to 
pose questions—to frame the challenges and oppor-
tunities of inhabiting such a climatically and culturally 
complex region. In order to uncover hidden possibili-
ties, the architect must embrace the roles for which 
Fuller, MacKaye, Doxiadis, Easterling, and others 
advocated; the architect as comprehensive thinker, 
organizer, schemer, detective, and then as formulator. 
If each of these thinkers proposed new disciplines—
Synergetics, Geotechnics, Ekistics—what new 
discipline might be needed to confront the challenges 
of the 21st century? 

Such practice will find architects delving into 
phenomena far outside their own discipline—from 
anthropology to science to environmental issues. 
Such practice does not diffuse or compromise the role 
of the architect, but, indeed, strengthens it, for such 
forays into other disciplines do not side-step design, 
but advocate for architecture’s broader engagement in 
society, culture, and environment. In so doing, it hopes 
to return cultural, technical, and economic relevance 
to practice, and to promote new scopes for architec-
ture’s reach. 
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This page: Collection of cards 
used to track and sort various 
data being researched on 
the Canadian North. Cards 
were classified by color into 
six themes: Ecology, Mobility, 
Resources, Monitoring, 
Culture, and Settlements.

Top:  Anthropologist Claudio 
Aporta has been mapping 
the traditional Inuit trails in 
Baffin Island using GPS and 
interviews of local hunter.

Center and Bottom: Iqaluit, 
the capital city of Nunavut
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and classify any online information we came across. The bookmark 
system, shared by all the team members, became a digital library of 
all information regarding the Arctic which we encountered over the 
course of the first two years of research. We also created an ongoing 
catalog of ‘data’ cards, which we used to classify information from 
other sources such as newspaper articles and scholarly journals. 

The process of discovery and organization revealed that, most often, 
our research had little to do with architecture per se, but rather, 
extended into a range of other questions: economics, employment, 
food security, social challenges, anthropology, science, and tech-
nology, amongst other things. This was not to avoid architecture, 
but rather, to approach the role of architecture in this environment 
with a new set of relevant questions. In a region so little studied 
and documented — in terms of spatial practices, built environment, 
infrastructure, and architecture — part of our role in this context 
was to help visualize spatial information, document patterns of use, 
and identify overlooked design opportunities.  

Both the challenge and opportunity of looking at the Canadian North 
is that few precedents exist for design thinking. Until the 1950s 
the Inuit were a semi-nomadic culture, with no permanent communities. 
In fact, the very idea of permanence and settlement was entirely 
foreign to the Inuit. In many instances, settlement and relocation 
were imposed upon them by the Canadian government in order to better 
provide health and education services, and to assert sovereignty, but 
often yielded unfortunate social results. It was Inuit mobility and 
flexibility that allowed them to adapt to climate, food, and geog-
raphy in a lifestyle that was as dynamic as the land to which they 
were tied.

Most building types and infrastructures built in the North today 
serve singular uses and are typically imported from regions of 
southern Canada, with over-engineered adaptations. Many buildings 
and infrastructures are failing both from a technical standpoint and 
a social one. This lack of architectural and planning legacy ampli-
fied the motivation to understand the broader context of the region’s 
physical environment. 

Amplifying the dearth of research, very few successful built or 
unbuilt precedents for distinctly “Northern urbanism” exist. Ralph 
Erskine’s work in Northern Sweden and Canada in the 1970s, in which 
he evolved the notion of the urban wind-screen as a way to define 
a sense of place while mitigating the impacts of climate, remain 
significant as built examples, although his plan for Resolute Bay, 
partially completed in 1973, failed to address the social realities 
of Inuit culture, preferring a southern social model. Some unbuilt 
and “utopian” visions from the 1970s did little to address pressing 
social or environmental realities in the North. Part of their 
failure lay in the lack of holistic research into the unique social, 
cultural, and environmental issues Northern communities face, and 
also in their attempts to design a community wholesale. In contrast, 
Next North argues for an adapted, incremental, scalable system of 
growth; for community architecture, infrastructure, and an inte-
grated northern public realm. As with most development in the North, 
these earlier visions imposed southern models of housing and urban 
form, with little adaptation to local conditions. Next North seeks 
to respond to these challenges and root itself in traditional and 
current practices. 

Top: Rankin Inlet, Nunavut

Bottom: Portrait of Inuit youth
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is also a strong tradition of sharing food amongst families, and 
even amongst communities, in times of need. As a consequence, food is 
deeply embedded in the Inuit people’s relationship to the land, to 
mobility, and culture. However, these traditions are on the decline 
as the Inuit experience dramatic cultural and climatic transforma-
tions in the space of one or two generations. There is, for instance, 
an elaborate network of seasonal trails across the region that have 
been passed down for generations; however, this knowledge transfer is 
currently under threat. 

In response to these conditions, the project proposes to address the 
threats of poor health, poverty, and decline of traditional culture 
through the integration of communities with a unique infrastructure 
system. 

A regional study on mobility, food security, and health in the region 
led to the pursuit of a network of small structures that acknowl-
edge the Inuit tradition of temporary enclosure in a cold climate. 
Conceived of as an Arctic snow highway with rest stop cabins, the 
Arctic Food Network is a system of trail hubs that re-enforce the 
use of the trails by strategically deploying a regional network of 
hunting cabins, arctic farms, and camp hubs encircling Foxe Basin in 

Next North consists of six speculative design projects: Caribou Pivot 
Station, Liquid Commons Unit, Ice Road Truck Stop, Health Hangar, 
Arctic Food Network, Iceberg Rigging, and, most recently, Knowledge 
Clouds. These projects have examined, respectively, the role of 
research stations; the potential of education and cultural networks; 
an augmented role for the ice roads of the Northwest territories; 
the potential for a decentralized and networked health system; the 
notion of a network of food harvesting hubs; the link of tourism and 
military; and the potential for a mobile distributed higher educa-
tion network. The projects, while rooted in the tangible realities 
of the North, do not overtly seek out solutions per se, but rather, 
position themselves as a series of questions, or speculations on a 
set of ideas and conditions. Collectively, however, they attempt to 
put forward a position and approach to thinking about design in the 
North, and a manifesto about the role of architecture, infrastruc-
ture, and public realm in remote northern communities.  

arctic food networks: new strategies
The Arctic Food Network became a testing ground for many of these 
ideas about alternative ways of conceiving of and mobilizing a design 
project. The project began with the observation that the role of 
hunting and fishing, as well as food storage and preparation, in the 
North has been central to collective life, because of the constant 
challenges of traditionally sourcing food. In a region of low employ-
ment, where all materials, goods, and even services are imported, 
food security is an ongoing challenge among Inuit families.

As a nomadic population, the Inuit would historically move season-
ally to hunt, fish, and collect berries. Even today, the tradition 
of going out into the land to hunt continues (as partial subsistence 
living), and many Northerners have cabins ‘out on the land’. There 

Opposite: A calendar of access 
to local foods was created, 
which identified how a series of 
structures might augment access 

This page: Next North
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AFN Kivalliq Network Map

The AFN is conceived as 
a network of distributed 
structures located at the 
intersection of communities, 
access to food sources and 
proximity to traditional trails.
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At a tactical and regional level, the Arctic Food Network seeks to 
enhance the production and exchange of local food, to create small-
scale local trade and sharing of food resources. In framing a larger 
question, the project attempts to rethink its current understandings 
of sustainability, beyond simply environmental ‘performance’, to 
embrace notions of economic, ecologic, and social sustainability. 
Infrastructures should be entrepreneurial, generating new economies 
and new public realms, while embracing issues of life-cycles and 
sharing networks, and building local capacity and larger networks.

Opposite: Currently low 
quality food is flown in from 
the south of Canada at great 
expense, resulting in high 
levels of food insecurity.

Left: AFN argues for augmenting 
the local network for sharing 
and trading country food in 
order to increase local food 
sustainability and encourage 
local micro-economies.

Nunavut. The AFN also taps into contemporary socio-economic condi-
tions, encouraging cultural sustainability through the recovery of 
traditional building methods, merged with contemporary technologies. 
Responding to the Inuits’ mixed economy — one that combines both 
employment, through activities such as carving or guiding tourists, 
and the active pursuit of hunting as a way of life — the project is 
equal parts regional agriculture, seasonal camps, data transmission 
centers, and ecological management stations. Hubs along the snowmo-
bile trails might be just one shelter or several, depending on the 
needs of the adjacent communities, and intensity of use. In addition, 
they provide a secure food and travel network.
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fish and meat. Poles are used for way-finding, either as lighting in 
the winter darkness or as telecommunications towers. The components 
of the project build upon existing traditions of hunting, storing, 
and sharing food.  Indeed in many ways, many of these typologies 
already exist within the North — although always treated as equipment 
rather than places of social and cultural integration, nor conceived 
in relation to each other. 

Each of the hubs is strategically located along the trails in 
relation to existing food sources and proximity to communities. The 

The project is conceived 
of as a kit of parts allowing 
customization by participating 
communities, to identify structures 
and programs which would 
best address local needs. 

typology of structures
The project is conceived of as a kit of parts, intended to be adapt-
able, deployed incrementally, and cost-efficient. Each of the eleven 
participating communities can develop hubs based upon local ecology 
or cultural activities. Cabins consist of ice fishing shacks, smoking 
shacks, food preparation space, and overnight cabins for hunters. 
Sheds consist of seasonal greenhouses, root vegetable vaults, and 
underground freezers. Meshes laid horizontally can grow kelp and 
seaweed for harvesting. Laid vertically, they can be used for drying 

| 
 1
40

|
 
 
1
4
1

projects | Investigations in a Remote Territory Lola SHEPPARD



hybridized technologies
Contemporary building science suggests that buildings shield and 
defend against the elements, yet in the construction of vernacular 
building types, particularly in the North, the Inuit have developed 
innovative ways to adapt architecture and assembly with climate 
and environment. One of the ambitions of the project is not only to 
address hybridity and cross-over at a cultural level, but equally at 
a tectonic level. Design explorations of the material and construc-
tion of the cabins seek to imagine hybridizations of traditional 
building methods from the North with contemporary building systems of 
the South. 

The cabins’ structural frames employ readymade as well as prefab-
ricated CNC-milled joinery. The frames are tied together using a 
method similar to Qamutik construction (traditional Inuit sled) and 
Umiak construction (large Inuit canoe). Similarly for the building 
enclosure, one orientation is made of copper with integrated flexible 
PV cells, to enable the cabins to be off-grid part of the year, 
while the two end walls of the cabin are left as optional closures. 
They are an open frame system dimensioned to a typical snow block, 
as found in traditional igloo structures. This allows the option 
for the cabin to be porous in the warmer sunny months. A significant 
challenge to construction in remote regions of the North involves 
designing units that can be transported and built out in the land, 
given the absence of roads. All the structures are conceived as kits 
of parts that can be transported by traditional Qamutik and erected 
by four people on-site easily. Beyond the potential for tectonic 
innovations, the project offers the opportunity for local capacity 
building. AFN seeks to merge new technologies with traditional 
cultural practices to support an emergent twenty-first century 
Northern future.

Given the fraught role that architecture has played in the Canadian 
North, virtually any project situated there demands community consul-
tations to establish dialogues and exchanges. To this end, a set of 
innovative design tools was developed to enable community members to 
visualize the components within the kit of parts, test how they might 
aggregate, debate where they might be located within a community, and 
give feedback on how construction might work. A set of game pieces 
enable discussion about massing and location, while a demountable 
structural model encourages feedback on construction, buildability, 
local capacity, and other relevant issues. In such a process, the 
architect takes on a significant role as quarterback — advocating for 
its importance, identifying potential stakeholders, seeking funding, 
and reaching new audiences.

PROJECT CREDITS
Next North, Cambridge Galleries, Cambridge, ON, Canada 2011. 
Lateral Office / InfraNet Lab with Finn O’Hara and Hemming House Pictures (Mason White, Lola Sheppard, Fionn Byrne, Nikole Bouchard, Maya Przybylski, Neeraj Bhatia, 

Suzy Harris-Brandts, Marianna de Cola, Kyle Elderhorst, Zack Glennon)

Arctic Food Network, Baffin Island region, Nunavut, Canada, 2012
Lateral Office (Mason White, Lola Sheppard, Ali Fard, Matthew Spremulli, Fionn Byrne, Nikole Bouchard)

hubs are spaced at intervals that can be reasonably travelled by 
snowmobile. There are three hub types: (a) located in towns; (b) 
located 30-60km from town; and (c) located out in the land, between 
communities. Each hub is imagined to aggregate different structures 
and types, centered on the Inuit way of life through emphasizing 
country food and making a unique place for food, communication, and 
mobility. This allows communities to customize sites to ecology and 
availability of country food, and also to different forms of food 
sharing, knowledge exchange between elders and youth, and community 
building.

Top: View of a cluster of 
overnight cabins out in the land.

Left: Interior view of community 
kitchen for smoking meats, 
showing tied wooden structure

Right: Community consultation 
kits were created to enable 
community members to 
offer feedback on which 
structures might work best, 
and in what arrangement.
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Kim Dai: 

 In your talk you discuss approaching a site as having strata of 
information. How would you sort through this to determine which 
information is relevant to the project and which can be filtered 
out?

Lola Sheppard: 

 What interests us is the difference in how we understand site 
versus territory. I think architects have, as a profession, looked 
at site as a fairly literal thing with a specific boundary. One 
might look at surrounding buildings or the immediate context as 
something to inform a project. But I would argue that a site or 
territory might have many things that contribute to its ‘context’: 
there might be environmental conditions, a geopolitical context; 
or different socio-demographic groups that imprint onto the site.

 There are also ecological factors, such as hydrology or geolog-
ical strata or conditions in the air. I am interested in the 
idea that the site is three dimensional, that it has a thickness 
above and below ground. These systems have variable boundaries: 
where species migrate may be entirely different from the boundary 
of human occupation for instance. The idea that there are many 
sites within the site and multiple boundaries is provocative when 
thinking about a project.

KD: So it’s not exactly visible or tangible.

LS: Exactly. I think the question “What is the site?” is very inter-
esting. When you look at the products of globalization, such as 
Walmart stores, and view them as a site, there’s the literal site 
of the store. But there are also all of the distribution networks, 
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transfer buildings, and highway networks, which are all integral 
to the actual site. So how do you define the ‘site’ of a Walmart?

 Equally, if one is looking at environmental questions in relation 
to a site, such as toxicity, how does one define the limit of that 
site? Does one go all the way to the source of the toxicity, which 
might be remote from the site itself? I’m interested in the idea 
that there are things happening outside of the immediate limits of 
the site that may be impacting it.

KD: Do you think the information you look at to define the site is 
more relevant to the project’s program or to the site’s geographic 
location?

LS: In a sense, it depends on what you’re looking at and what you’re 
looking for. I think that some form of cartography becomes 
integral as a way of deciding what to include, and what are the 
limits of what you’re looking at. Part of how one manages that 
information is the act of visualizing it, because that is the 
point at which one decides what gets included, what gets priori-
tized, and what gets put in relation to other things. Bateson, in 
his book Steps to an Ecology of Mind, talks about the idea of the 
impossibility of knowing the territory. At one point, he says, 
“A map will never get at it all.” You’re never getting at the 
truth, in a sense, because no map is truthful, but he talks about 
the idea that the map is instrumental, as a kind of structuring 
device. 

 The visualization tools — whether they’re maps, calendars or diagrams 
— become the DNA of the design project because they become a 
way of organizing information and prioritizing it. They become 
a structure for understanding the site in which you’re going to 
work. This becomes very useful when one is dealing with so much 
information and trying to figure out how to establish priorities.

KD: In the work you do, especially the work that you talked about in 
the lecture, it’s interesting that you collect information before 
being aware of your site and then create your site afterwards. In 
your project, Arctic Food Network, you work with specialists from 
other disciplines such as economics, ecology, and energy. How do 
you see your role and their roles in the collaboration? How is 
information exchanged between the architect and the non-architect  
— the specialist — that you work with?

LS: We talk a lot about this idea of specialists and generalists, and 
the architect maybe being a kind of hybrid between these. I think 
that one of the things that architects, landscape architects, or 
urban designers bring to the table is a capacity for synthetic 
thinking. We are not necessarily deeply knowledgeable about the 
technicalities of other disciplines. However, architects can read 
‘context’ in complex ways – in social, technological, spatial and 
environmental terms. We have an ability to see where things can 
come into relationship, or be leveraged, or have synergies. And I 
think that this, in a way, is the role of the architect in complex 
contexts. 
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 So, in the context of Arctic Food Network, we will never know that 
much about mobility trails because there are anthropologists who 
are spending decades of their life tracking this. But we bring 
an ability to think, “Ah these trails intersect with these other 
things and here’s an opportunity to intervene,” for instance. I 
think that is really the role of the architect. In traditional 
practice, the architect is choreographer, somehow bringing into 
line various consultants: environmental, mechanical, structural, 
cladding specialists. I don’t think in our case it’s an argument 
about the ‘orchestrator’ as much as someone who can synthesize the 
deep knowledge of many disciplines and seek opportunities to see 
where things can be put into relationships in spatial ways. 

 

KD: Is there any instance where the architect becomes the specialist?

LS: That’s an interesting question. In a way, the ability to think 
spatially is a specialization. Ecologists, for instance, will 
think about things spatially but in a very specific sense relative 
to the species they’re looking at. However, they may not ask how 
existing physical constructions could be designed to be enablers. 
Many disciplines are very strong at analysis, but less at projec-
tion. So I think that ability to synthesize spatial information, 
to visualize and to project forward possibilities is unique to the 
design disciplines. 

KD: So, the ‘action’ or the ‘expertise’ is in processing information, 
rather than collecting knowledge?

LS: Yes, and I think that, in the end, an act of designing requires a 
certain knowledge base – whether it’s architecture or landscape 
or infrastructure. It takes an ability to both synthesize cultural 
context, and to have knowledge about environmental conditions, and 
technical exigencies. The ability to think about relationships and 
opportunities between disciplines is hugely valuable and powerful.

 

KD: In your practice, Lateral Office, you work at an infrastructural 
level and you’ve mentioned your interest in the territorial scale. 
Can you talk about the restraints and constraints in working at a 
large infrastructural scale?

LS: One of the things that interests us is how architecture can have 
an impact beyond its immediate site. Certainly if one builds a 
building in a community, the immediate site and the immediate 
community will benefit from it. But particularly in the context of 
northern Canada — where resources are scarce and communities are 
dispersed — the need to think about buildings and infrastructures 
as a network, or as mobile, or as able to share social or cultural 
resources, is key. These challenges present interesting possibili-
ties because suddenly an intervention may have benefit for several 
communities or a larger territory.

 It raises the question, “Can one have an impact on a larger terri-
tory without literally building larger structures?” A highway, 

Rankin Inlet, Nunavut, epitomizes the suburban model of housing 
and planning that were brought up to the Canadian North
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for instance, has impact on a territorial scale but it’s also 
literally built at the scale of the territory. In contrast, in 
a project such as the Arctic Food Network, the ambition was to 
develop a strategy is territorial, yet the structures are very 
small. What is important is how they can perform as a network and 
how they connect to mobility routes and create potential for trade 
and sharing of food, to allow them to have an impact at a large 
scale.

 Differentiating between ‘having an impact on a large site’ versus 
‘building a bigger piece of infrastructure’ is important because 
I think a question as an architect is always, “What is the least 
you can do?” not “What is the most you can do?” especially in 
contexts where resources are scarce. The challenge is to know what 
is a reasonable territory and scale and sphere of influence for 
a project. We’re also interested in the idea of geographically 
scalable projects — to imagine a project that might start small, 
and then be able to grow, such that the scale of impact could 
expand over time.

KD: Retrofitting current infrastructure or repurposing land to accom-
modate new functions may enable communities in new ways, but a 
large-scale shift can also play a role in gentrification. How do 
you see the role of architects in this discussion?

LS: I think that retrofitting infrastructure doesn’t necessarily lead 
to gentrification, but it happens in specific contexts. So you need 
an urban density, and you need a demand. However, I think the idea 
that infrastructure could be a catalyst for small scale economies, 
and in support of the public realm is crucial, given how much we 
spend on infrastructure. Infrastructure has tended to be seen as 
a piece of engineering that’s fairly mono-functional, but can it 
take on more roles and become a kind of catalyst for new things, 
at timescales that one may not be able to anticipate? These ques-
tions make sense both from an economic perspective and also in 
terms of defining new public realms that we haven’t anticipated to 
date. The way that we understand cities, particularly in North 
America, is changing so radically. The traditional building blocks 
of urbanism have been challenged for decades. The idea that there 
might be new formats of public realm that are tied to infrastruc-
ture seems to open up interesting design discussions.

KD: The Arctic Food Network project has the potential to change a lot 
of social patterns in northern Canada. Considering this change, 
how do you see your role as an architect? What might be a way of 
thinking about what the architect provides?

LS: I think that in almost all our projects, and especially in the 
Arctic Food Network, the hope is to offer a small tweak to the 
system. This is why we privilege research so much in our projects 
— to understand what is already there, whether it is in terms of 
cultural values, social networks, mobility networks, etc. The 
aim is never to introduce something entirely new but to identify 
things that already exist. So, the hope is that the project 
doesn’t radically transform things but just allows subtle shifts 
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to happen. We like the idea of inverting, turning up the volume, 
or slightly shifting things that exist already, to create new 
potentials. 

 But you’re right, the nature of any built project is that it will 
transform the landscape of the built environment it is in. You 
can only predict that to a certain degree, and I think that it’s 
a risk worth taking, especially if one knows that certain things 
aren’t working in a given environment. This said, in the context 
of the north, gentrification is not going to happen any time soon. 

KD: As social infrastructure is constantly changing, how does archi-
tecture keep up with it? 

LS: Certainly, the Arctic Food Network and many of our earlier 
projects such as the Salton Sea project or some of our public 
space projects are interested in the idea of designing a catalog 
or kit of parts, so that different communities could decide 
what is best suited to their needs. So, it is less the architect 
declaring the best answer for a particular community, but rather 
offering a range of components that can contribute programmati-
cally and spatially. 

 In the case of the Arctic Food Network there is a food storage 
and food preparation component, there is a space for harvesting, 
a market, and so forth. The project serves as a question to the 
community, to ask what is needed, and what combination of infra-
structures would best suit a community now? But also to speculate 
what elements could be added over time, or how could a structure 
shift uses. If the argument is to work at the scale of the terri-
tory, one has to accept that there is much more contingency. Even 
in more normative conditions, many buildings will go through five 
uses in their lifetime. But the more complex the set of questions 
one is asking, the more unpredictability there is. So, one needs 
to think about design in a fluid or adaptable way such that it can 
respond to changing needs.

KD: You had mentioned that architects already work, in a sense, like 
“detectives.” Your practice intensifies this tradition, or form of 
architectural research. What is your approach to research and how 
does it influence your design process? And do you see detective 
work as the first step in all design processes?

LS: In almost all our projects, we begin with research, not least 
because it becomes a way to undermine preconceptions. It can be 
very easy to approach a design problem with a previous project 
or precedent in mind, and attempt to rework that on the site. 
However, research blows open preconceptions because it reveals 
things one hadn’t considered, whether they are challenges or 
opportunities, and this in turn encourages a level of innova-
tion. One can never account for all the research you do; there are 
certainly a lot of dead ends. Things look interesting, and then 
one might realize there is no ‘project’ within a specific line of 
research. So it’s certainly not always a time-efficient process, 
but the upside is that one uncovers unexpected possibilities. 

KD: It seems that the design process that you’ve discussed here — with 
all of its dead ends — resonates with the kind of work that is 
“beyond patronage.” There are weeks that you pour into a specific 
task that may not yield results. Would it be difficult to approach 
a ‘regular’ project with deadlines in this way?

LS: One of the things we’re interested in trying to do is to reverse 
the role of the architect, or shift the moment when the archi-
tect comes on board in the process. Current models of practice 
start with a client finding a site, establishing the stakeholders, 
the program, and then selecting an architect to give shape and 
form. But I hope that this process might change if the architect 
could come onboard much earlier. If architects become the ones 
to identify a potential opportunity, they could come in at the 
very forefront of a project and seek out the client, writing the 
brief for a set of opportunities, finding economic partners, and so 
forth. It is another form of creativity and potentially empowers 
the architect to claim larger authorship on a project beyond 
merely what the building looks like. In those moments, there’s an 
ability to reshape how we think about buildings, cities, public 
space.

KD: You said in your lecture that one of the most challenging things 
to do is to advocate for architecture itself, to allow people 
to see that architecture has a role beyond what is commonly 
perceived. So, how do you begin to alter the common perception of 
the field of architecture into an expanded field? What have you been 
doing to jump start that process?

LS: I think if one is realistic, all work requires streams of funding 
- and this really ties into the Beyond Patronage conference. 
Architects need to be resourceful about finding funds and partners 
– not just money but also partners that would support alternative 
forms of practice, so that there are opportunities to be creative 
in the actual design phases. Part of the detective work may come 
even before a project begins. In our practice, we will have a 
hunch about a specific project and then we try to find the govern-
ment partners or the private sector partners that might have a 
vested interest in the project and might support it. Part of the 
idea of the expanded practice is that you have to be creative 
about how you define clients, how you imagine funding structures 
and fee structures and so forth.

KD: In your work, how do you transition from detective work to being 
an ‘architect as advocate?’ What are the adjustments that you need 
to make? Is there a process or method that you use to filter out 
information in advocating versus when you are collecting informa-
tion as a detective? You mentioned that when you were advocating 
for the Arctic northern communities, you had to speak with the 
local government, and speaking with them was a different process 
on its own. Could you talk about this a little more?

LS: Certainly we’re in an early phase on a couple of different 
projects, in terms of advocating and dealing with politicians and 
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community leaders. However, what remains consistent is an advocacy 
for the role of design — less in how it looks, but rather how it 
could perform socially, environmentally, economically. One consis-
tent message, regardless of whom we are speaking to — architects, 
government officials, community leaders — is how can architec-
ture be instrumental in a much broader sense? I think politicians 
and community leaders and clients often tend to see the building 
of appearance, square footage and cost. But the question is, 
“What can it do for a community or a neighborhood and what can it 
produce beyond itself?” In the case of the Arctic Food Network, we 
are partly trying to build an economic argument by saying, “If we 
implement this system, there will be less reliance on transporting 
food from the south which is very expensive. You might actually 
produce, and you could actually export and sell.”

KD: You talked about some of the resistance you experienced toward 
the Arctic Food Network project. In that case, in advocating 
for it, is there a planned strategy to target or convince local 
populations?

LS: We’re still quite new to working in the North, compared to some 
firms that have been building there for decades. You learn to be 
very humble operating in the context of the North. You cannot 
go there and purport to have ‘answers’. We are outsiders to the 
culture and context. When we present a project such as the Arctic 
Food Network, it is a way of asking questions, in order to under-
stand how the project could become instrumental. It becomes a 
platform for discussion rather than a suggestion that we have “an 
answer to a problem.” In an ideal world, the project would keep 
evolving based on community and government feedback without losing 
any design integrity. Further community consultation will enable 
better feedback on how components might be used, how a design 
could perform, and how it might be built by a local community or 
local tradespeople. The project is really about asking how archi-
tecture can engage in a complex cultural and geographic context 
and work outside of the traditional boundaries of what it does as 
a practice. 


