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Because the work of LOT-EK is simple, crude, and unoriginal, it speaks in a particular way to a 

discourse of exactitude in architecture. To be sure, the work is simple, crude, and unoriginal in a 

way that also requires it to be complex, subtle, and unprecedented. One discourse of exactitude in 

architecture is to propose that the original and specific inspiration of the architect—which 

generally comes to her with a seeming uncertainty and mutability that are easy to mistake for 

imprecision—is subsequently ordered by a sequence of unoriginal and generic interventions by 

technicians of engineering and construction, fields that are in theory subject to architecture but to 

which, in practice, it is subject. The wild animal is tamed. 

Our work is not like that. We begin with the ready-made artifact, epitomized by the 

infrastructural and industrial object of the standard ISO shipping container. We subject the object 

to operations of incision, iteration, combination, and transformation that radically upcycle and 

misuse it in ways that are delicately and intimately informed by the parameters and proprieties of 

its intended use. A built-in exactitude adheres to the object from the beginning, and is 

compounded, not resisted, by our subsequent operations upon it. It is an exactitude paradoxically 

of not only the finest fractional calibration (working primarily in metal allows very little 

“tolerance,” that problematic word for functional misalignments) but also an interest in basic whole 

numbers and integral proportions. The box of the container is eight feet by eight feet by forty feet. 

The mundane ratio of 1:5 is our golden section. 

We propose to examine exactitude through three iterations of our recent design research 

projects of STACKS. The first of these was a simple experiment in briefly re-stacking and mis- 

stacking shipping containers at a storage facility in the port of Perth Amboy, New Jersey, 

deploying only the forbearance and gestural experience of forklift operators. The second of these is 

an installation in Brooklyn, New York, which—through peculiar transformations to formerly 

standard mechanical connections between the containers’ corner castings—creates a six-story 



atrium-like public space. The third of these is DRIVELINES, an apartment building in the 

neighborhood of Maboneng, Johannesburg, that develops the STACK toward the service systems, 

structural performance, and enclosures that we associate with more permanent buildings. 

In reference to those mechanical connections in the second of these three iterations of 

STACKS: the most ubiquitous reproduced excerpt from Calvino’s “Exactitude” is his observation, 

in the standard English translation of this essay (written as one of Calvino’s undelivered 1985 

Norton Lectures), that “the word connects the visible trace with the invisible thing, the absent 

thing, the thing that is desired or feared, like a frail emergency bridge flung over an abyss.” As 

Italians, and more important as Neapolitans, LOT-EK proposes a more exact translation: the Italian 

word is “void,” not “abyss”: a neutral, mundane, simple, clear word that connotes lightness and 

openness as much as the heaviness and gravity of a long fall. The word “emergency” is absent in 

the Italian; the phrase is “ponte di fortuna”: a fortunate bridge, a lucky bridge, a bridge in effect. In 

the Italian vernacular this has more the meaning of “makeshift” or “make do” in English: in a 

happy confluence of happenstance and desire, we improvise and transform what we have into what 

we need. There is no emergency. Or the emergency is continuous and ubiquitous. We live on that 

bridge. This radical adaptation and corruption of legacy platforms and indifferent systems, in the 

spirit of Arte Povera and the urban improvisations and informal communities of the global south, 

in which we include the Naples of our upbringing, is at the exact center of our practice. 


