
With a focus on sustainable design, architect, designer and writer Nina Edwards Anker is a founding 
member of New Lab at the Brooklyn Navy Yard.                 

Over a decade ago, designer and design educator Nina Edwards Anker launched her personal firm,
the Acronymic NEA Studio.              

Brooklyn’s Nea Studio has found a formula for treating green marine algae so it becomes firm yet 
malleable

“In Norway, wealth is rarely displayed in the form of architecture,” Edwards Anker says. Good design 
and respect for building methods outweighs extravagance and size.

This home by Nina Edwards Anker features an algae chandelier, a solar lounger, and a sofa made out 
of lentils. Even small changes can help bring your home into the future and protect the environment at 
the same time.

“Our work focuses on researching organic materials and emerging environmental technologies while 
developing how they can serve wellness”

Edwards Anker’s contemporary design works have been widely published and exhibited, most notable at 
the ICFF in Manhattan, Copenhagen, Cologne, Miami and Milan.

This Southampton Home Plays With its Use of Lighting



Nea studio’s Hamptons house investigates emerging environmental technologies

In Southampton, architect Nina Edwards Anker builds a 
LEED-certified cottage where curved shingles meet 
prismatic glass walls.                   

Nina Edwards Anker of nea studio on Transition from Art to Architecture                 

The back white avoid wall acts as a cinematic 
projection screen for abstracting water reflections from 
the nearby reflecting pool and slowly moving geometric 
patches of colored light from the skylights.              

By tuning in to given site conditions, and with the help of environmental technologies such as photovol-
taic panels, the architectural design serves both the environment and occupants’ well-being.

This LEED-certified home, located in Long Island, New York, is called Cocoon because its round walls 
form a Cocoon shape towards the northern and western neighbors.

Skylights create rainbow patterns inside cedar-covered Coccon House by Nina Edwards Anker              

Cocoon cottage in the hamptons filters sun through colored skylights



Dubbed the “Cocoon House,” Anker’s home has a serpentine layout that not only makes for a more 
interesting structure, but also optimizes energy use.           

The 16-foot-high Long Island cottage is split in two, cocooned into a soft opaque shape that provides 
privacy, and transparent and crystalline to allow views onto an undisturbed landscape.           

An imaginative, unique house design that puts sustainable architecture in a whole new light.          

Colorful Skylights And A Curvaceous Design Are Features Of The Cocoon House

Nina Edwards Anker - Nea Studio designs a residential building half clad in cedar shingles and half 
glazed to open onto its garden.        

La casa che sembra un bozzolo ma nasconde l’arcobaleno 
(e tutte le tecnologie sostenibili piu avanzate)

A arquiteta, designer e professora universitaria Nina Edwards Anker, do nea studio, e assina esta 
residencia na cidade litoranea de Southampton, no estado de Nova York (EUA). O Projeto e, ao
mesmo tempo, casa de ferias e a materializacao de seu PhD sobre design e energia solar.

Situada en Long Island, New York, esta original casa destaca por sus originales lineas redondas, por el 
uso del color y por estar construida atendiendo a criterios de sostenibilidad.



Curling adges detail these hanging lamps that New York designer Nina Edwards Anker has created from 
dried sheets of algae.          

Designer Nina Edwards Anker has found the correct formula for treating the green marine algae (Chlo-
rophyta) so that it becomes firm yet flexible, to ensure durability.         

nea studio showcase seaweed’s design potential with hand-crafted algae lamps.       

Algae Lamps are beautifully molded sculptures with natural shades.      

Algae Lamps are a work of art and natural shade in one.     

Brooklyn-based design firm Nea Studio has debuted the LEED-certified Beanie Sofa, marking founder 
Nina Edwards Anker’s first time working with organic latex and lentil beans, which serve as filling.

Furniture-maker NEA Studio is now offering what it’s calling the Beanie Sofa, a textile-covered sofa that
 incorporates daybeds facing in opposite directions.



Design straight from mother nature: Nea Studio’s Algae Lamps can be used singly as pendant or
grouped together to form a chandelier.

“We allow the raw nature of each individual sheet of seaweed to form its own sculpture piece”

Honorable mention - Beanie Sofa / Nea Studio

The structure of the backrest, as well as the seating, is filled with organic latex and lentil beans for better 
support.

The just-released Beanie Sofa is part luxury couch, part beanbag - and it’s definitely the best of both 
worlds.

The LEED certified sofa is filled with lentil beans and organic latex, along with a wooden structure, that 
support the natural curves and movements of the human body. 

Un sofa de lujo antiestres. Inspirandose en las pelotas antiestres. NEA Studio ha creado un sofa relleno 
de alubias que se adapta de forma natural al cuerpo.

Enter the Beanie Sofa, a modern and surprisingly chic couch described as “one long bean bag”
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Control Your Shades
withYour Voice.
PowerView® motorized shades work seamlessly with

many smart home devices, including Amazon Echo.

Use simple voice commands to activate your PowerView

Scenes, automatically setting your shades in motion.

Now, theworld’smost stylish shades are the most intelligent.
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CAYLON HACKWITH

How a house
built for efficiency
ends up looking
like a cocoon.
BY PILAR VILADAS | PAGE 12
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‘Not for one minute did I consider pulling it down.’
DAVE McADAM, A DEVELOPER, ON RESTORING A JACKRABBIT HOMESTEAD IN THE CALIFORNIA DESERT. PAGE 4

Reviving a Brutalist thermal bath
complex in Morocco.
BY ALEXANDRA LANGE | PAGE 14

Finding sanctuary in unique tiny
houses in low-income communities.
BY EVE M. KAHN | PAGE 11

Touring old and new Charleston,
S.C., with Witold Rybczynski.
BY STEVEN KURUTZ | PAGE 15

Nina Edwards Anker designed this cottage in

Southampton, N.Y., for her family. She also created

the sculptural interior seating and patio furniture.

When Nina Edwards Anker was growing
up, her family spent summers and week-
ends in a shingled cottage in Southampton,
N.Y.

An expansion of a carriage house origi-
nally designed in 1890 by Stanford White, it
belonged to a genre typical of the Hamp-
tons. But the version that Ms. Anker — the
48-year-old founder of the Brooklyn design
company Nea studio — designed for her-
self; her husband, Peder Anker, a history of
science professor at New York University;
and their two sons is anything but common.
Located on the same property as her child-
hood cottage (which her brother now occu-
pies), Cocoon House is a LEED-certified ex-
ample of sustainable design that strays
from many of the local norms.

For one thing, there’s its size: at 1,730
square feet, Cocoon House, which is named
for its rounded, sheltering cedar-shingled
walls, is smaller than some Hamptons pool
houses, and it has no second story, wrap-
around porch or dormer windows. But
small is beautiful when you’re aiming for
energy efficiency.

In addition to running her studio, Ms.
Anker is the design director of Terreform
ONE, an eco-focused architectural think
tank that designed an urban habitat for at-
risk monarch butterflies now on display at
the Cooper Hewitt Triennial. “I realized that
we have no choice but to engage with the
crisis happening around us,” she said. Co-
coon House proves that sustainable design
doesn’t preclude gracious proportions, gen-
erous daylight or elegant interiors.

You enter on the shingled north side, into
a living-dining-kitchen space with curved
white walls and ceilings that facilitate air
circulation and soften sound. (The 16-foot-
high interiors give even the smallest rooms,
like the sons’ bedrooms, a lofty feeling.) The
furnishings are a mixture of CB2 and Ms.

Anker’s own creations — including an
origami-like wicker settee and matching
chairs, and a sofa whose cushion is filled
with dried lentils.

In the living and dining areas, chande-
liers designed by Ms. Anker combine small
photovoltaic panels with discs or squares of

seashell, and turn on automatically at dusk.
She also created the chandelier in the mas-
ter bedroom with molded-algae shades.

The house is actually L-shaped. On the
north and west sides, its rounded, thick and
heavily insulated walls retain heat and pro-
vide privacy, while on the south and east
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THE HAMPTONS

Thrown for a Curve
An entomologist might feel at home in this
weekend house, where energy efficiency rules.

Cutting corners,
literally, helped
save on cost.

By PILAR VILADAS

TONY CENICOLA/THE NEW YORK TIMES
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Anthropocene Architecture:  
Design Earth’s Geostories

Peder Anker and Nina Edwards  
Anker –

Marcus Vitruvius, the classical Roman architect, defined architecture in 
proportion to the human body—an ideal building, as he saw it, had to reflect 
the ideal dimensions of a man. Today such anthropocentric design, indeed 
male-body centered design, seems irrelevant, perhaps even irresponsible, as 
the magnitude of our self-inflicted environmental disasters poses fundamental 
challenges to architects and designers. If the human body was the correct 
proportion for architecture for Vitruvius, what should the scale of design be that 
addresses today’s environmental challenges? Climatic change, species deple-
tion, and oceanic pollution are worldwide problems. What is left of Vitruvius’s 
ideal of human reach has stretched to new global scales and millennial time 
frames. How can architecture conceptualize a planet on which humans have 
become involved in vast geological forces?

A refreshing answer has been provided in the exhibition Geostories: 
Another Architecture for the Environment, created by Rania Ghosn and El 
Hadi Jazairy, which was recently on display at the Cooper Union School of 
Architecture in New York. Ghosn and Jazairy’s work represents a turn from 
anthropocentric to anthropocene design. As founding partners of the Design 
Earth collaborative, they seek to develop a language of design that presents the 

Citation:  Peder Anker and Nina Edwards Anker, 
“Anthropocene Architecture: Design Earth’s 
Geostories,” in the Avery Review 29 (February 2018), 
http://averyreview.com/issues/29/anthropocene-
architecture.

Design Earth’s exhibition Geostories: Another 
Architecture for the Environment, 2017. Courtesy of 
The Irwin S. Chanin School of Architecture Archive of 
The Cooper Union. Photograph by Lea Bertucci.
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Earth so that we can understand and approach it responsibly. They ask, “How 
do we make sense of the Earth at the moment in which it is presented in crisis?” 
[1]

This question addresses a conundrum for designers today. In putting 
forward their own response, Ghosn and Jazairy communicate the gradual 
deterioration of the Earth with an eye-opening beauty that raises awareness of 
how urbanization and waste methods have done global damage to the environ-
ment. In their investigation of the relationships among archaeology, ecology, 
and urbanization across scales and times, their work explores the nature and 
agency of design as it engages its geographic conditions—exhibiting visionary 
revelations and infographics that oscillate between the utopic and the dystopic.

In their exhibition, Ghosn and Jazairy present four “geostories”: 
After Oil (2016), Of Oil and Ice (2017), Pacific Aquarium (2016), and Trash 
Peaks (2017). The viewer is invited into these stories by a set of images pasted 
on the gallery wall that depict events unfolding over time. Read sequentially they 
evoke a graphic story, though the attractive complexities of the drawings offer 
much more than a singular narrative, as each image has additional stories hid-
den within. These wall-mounted drawings are accompanied by a video projec-
tion that montages them together, along with snippets of text, and sets them to 
iconic pieces of music that evoke a previous generation’s science fiction, giving 
the viewer a sense that the geostories belong to a dream gone by. The Russian 
composer Eduard Artemyev’s soundtrack for Andrei Tarkovsky’s space station 
film Solaris (1972) and Kraftwerk’s “Spacelab” from The Man Machine (1978) 
provide an eerie mood, setting the stories within the optimistic futurism of the 
near past—a move that feels somewhat uncanny given the depiction of the 
environmental crisis.

The geostory in the After Oil series is set in the Persian Gulf and 
moves geographically from oil extraction in Das Island to transit logistics 
through the Strait of Hormuz, ending with sea-level rise in the flat and low-lying 
Kuwaiti Bubian Island. At the same time, the drawings move historically from 
the naïve optimism of natural resource exploration of the nineteenth century, 
through the territorial politics of the Hormuz Strait, to a dystopian reflection on 
the end of the petroleum era with climate change.

Most interestingly, their After Oil story is set in geological terms. It is 
worth recalling that designers and scholars in the natural sciences often think 
very differently about time, given the short-term-ism of architectural design 
processes. When geologists investigate time, they are often reaching back 
millions of years. When they write about current events, it usually refers to the 
Holocene epoch of the last twelve thousand years. In an article by the atmo-
spheric scientist Paul Crutzen that brought the term “anthropocene” to the 
forefront of climate change debates, he pointed to greenhouse gas emissions 
that began with the industrial revolution and increased after the Second World 
War, which led to dramatic climatic consequences by the turn of the millen-
nium—locating our present moment in a longer historical sweep. [2] Geologists 
and climatologists typically discuss such descriptions in the context of the 
climates of earlier medieval, ancient, and prehistoric times. Indeed, the timeline 
can stretch even further back, invoking biological and geological timescales all 
the way back to the very origin of humankind and beyond.

Ghosn and Jazairy have embraced this anthropocene turn in their 

[1] Rania Ghosn and El Hadi Jazairy, Geostories: 
Another Architecture for the Environment, The Cooper 
Union School of Architecture, New York, October 17, 
2017–December 2, 2017, link.

[2] Paul J. Crutzen, “Geology of Mankind,” Nature, vol. 
415, no. 23 (January 3, 2002).
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drawings. They depict humanity as a geological force dramatically extracting 
oil and gas from five thousand meters below Earth’s surface, found in layers 
created during the Jurassic Period. Upon these images they embed the human 
timescale and history of iconic skyscrapers powered by oil. The right side of 
the drawing has a timeline with milestones of architectural achievements that 
they juxtapose with the deep time of geological layers on the left. This layering 
of human, architectural, and geological timescales suggests a mismatch 
reflecting our exploitive relationship with the Earth. The next image shows boats 
taking the crude away from these violent holes in the Earth toward a distant 
urban landscape. These drawings do not universalize the anthropocene into 
some grand master narrative of oil but complicate the picture with the minute 
details of their drawings. They represent stories within the larger story, such as 
in images of cruise ships, geographic explorers, a central bank, a clock tower, 
a whale, and so forth. As a result, the viewer cannot pinpoint the environmental 
problems to one source or agent but is instead forced to reflect on the multi-
tude and complexity of the issue.

What follows next is perhaps the exhibition’s highlight, namely a 
grand architectural chessboard grid juxtaposed on the Strait of Hormuz, 
suggesting a real estate game financed by petroleum. One is invited to imagine 
the past, present, and future of territorial politics in a contested geographic 
region: a new city, a port, a crossroads, a desert, a pyramid, a Masdar City, etc., 
as strategic pieces in a grand political Game of Thrones between Iran, Oman, 
the United Arab Emirates, and their various political allies.

And the winter is not coming. Instead, the territorial game driven by 
global oil consumption is leading to oil spills and ultimately to climate change 

“Strait of Hormuz Grand Chessboard,” After Oil, 
2016, in Geostories: Another Architecture for the 
Environment, 2017. Courtesy of Design Earth.
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and sea rise that today is submerging Kuwaiti costal islands. After Oil specu-
lates on the future geography of the Persian Gulf, shedding light on the present 
embeddedness of the fossil fuel system and inviting a reconsideration of its 
abusive relationship with the earth. The fact that the series was originally made 
for the Kuwaiti Pavilion at the 2016 Venice Architecture Biennale indicates that 
Ghosn and Jazairy have mobilized a narrative of environmental concern that 
may resonate with this region of the world. That Kuwait benefits from selling oil 
is well known, but it is lesser commented upon that climatic change will cause 
problems for them as well, as in the case of sea-level rise.

The anthropocene analysis by Ghosn and Jazairy of our current 
architectural condition continues in Of Oil and Ice, made for the 2017 Sharjah 
Biennial in the United Arab Emirates. The series of drawings depicts a business 
idea that Prince Al Faisal proposed in 1976, namely that of towing icebergs 
from Antarctica to the Persian Gulf to provide fresh water. Of Oil and Ice 
renders visible the melting glaciers in Antarctica and the energy-intensive 
desalination industries of a water-thirsty Gulf. The geological meets the human 
timescale in the proposal of taking fifteen-thousand-year-old icebergs and 
repurposing their inevitable, oil-fueled melting for human consumption. The 
icebergs are more than an allusion to climate change. Most of their imagery is 
derived from architectural debates of the 1970s, starting with a Buckminster 
Fuller Dymaxion map put together so that it’s centering the Antarctic, followed 
by icebergs wrapped à la Christo and dragged through the ocean, and ending 
with Superstudio-inspired imagery of icebergs being used to build walls and 
dams in the Arabian desert. It’s all subversive, ironic, and playful. Through the 
exploratory nature of their drawings, Ghosn and Jazairy invite us to ponder 
the dark story of ecology and culture gone wrong. They allow us to perceive 
the Earth in a new way, rendering ice blocks reminiscent of the blocks in Peter 
Eisenman’s Holocaust Memorial in Berlin and placing the Pantheon oculus 
underwater in a graphic gesture that signals Enlightenment turned on its head.

The Pacific Aquarium is Ghosn and Jazairy’s third series on display 
at the Cooper Union, originally made for the Oslo Architecture Triennale in 
2016. It takes “aim at the abysmal distance between our selfish economic 
worries and the great scales of the Earth,” they explain. Their point of departure 
is unfamiliar but telling: the Clarion-Clipperton Zone in the Pacific Ocean. This 
is an underwater basin in the midst of the ocean in which there has been a rush 
to deep-sea mineral mining. What if the International Seabed Authority, they 
ask, used their regulatory capacities to mandate a conservation area—a sort of 
Pacific Aquarium to protect the seabed’s flora and fauna? In the drawings that 
follow, Ghosn and Jazairy play with what such an absurd underwater aquarium 
could look like. They depict the iconic skyline of New York, with the Chrysler 
and Empire State Buildings floating upside down as aquariums. They also turn 
the Russian Constructivist Shukhov Tower upside down, its tip planted in the 
seabed to be used as refuge for fish and plants. The scale of these buildings, 
which at their time were considered extra large, becomes small in the ocean, 
and the idea of them being a refuge becomes a joke. Indeed, Ghosn and Jazairy 
have elsewhere argued for the importance of maintaining tragicomic perspec-
tive in climate debates to preserve creativity when addressing these issues. [3] 
They allow humor in depicting the mindless destruction of oceanic life. The play 
with scale is also a play on time. The buildings they depict were once icons of 

[3] Rania Ghosn and El Hadi Jazairy, “Gaïa Global 
Circus: A Climate Tragicomedy,” Climates: 
Architecture and the Planetary Imaginary, ed. James 
Graham, Caitlin Blanchfield, Alissa Anderson, Jordan 
Carver, and Jacob Moore (New York and Zurich: 
Columbia Books on Architecture and the City and Lars 
Müller Publishers, 2016), 52–60.
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human progress and hope in the future, while in Ghosn and Jazairy’s drawings 
they become shelters for species endangered by the consequences of ruthless 
“progress.” Species endangerment also evokes another layer of time, namely 
evolutionary deep time. The need for a Pacific Aquarium reflects a need to 
protect deep evolutionary history from short-term human thinking.

The final project, Trash Peaks, contributes to this apocalyptic vision 
of how we will live if we do not change our daily habits and building infrastruc-
tures, and builds on a previous study of trash by Ghosn and Jazairy published 
in 2015. [4] Made for the 2017 Seoul Biennale, they propose in Trash Peaks a 
new creative waste management system for Seoul. Their proposal’s elements 
are as fantastic as they are improbable. The “Plastisphere recycles obsolete 
plastic waste into a plastidome that hovers on the top of the Changisin hilltop 
toy market,” Ghosn and Jazairy imagine. A “spiraling tower wraps Seoul’s 
construction waste of concrete, steel and wood around Mount Namsan.” Again, 
they use architectural icons of human progress, such as Vladimir Tatlin’s 
fantastic Constructivist tower to poke at architectural dreams and nightmares.

Climate change entails a deeper timeline reaching back millennia, 
and it involves including the agency of a nonhuman force—climate—in the 
analysis. Climate change, along with other nonhuman agencies such as bacte-
ria, has shaped human belief systems, initiated political and social processes, 
and reshaped the human condition economically, socially, and environmentally. 
How does one reconcile the timescale of the scientists with time as it is under-
stood by architects and designers? Or more generally, how can our societies 
adapt to climate change? The deep timeline mode of argumentation is surely 
challenging to historians of architecture, whose median time period of focus 
in their PhD dissertation is fifty-five years. [5] Can climate debates open up 
possibilities for rethinking the way architectural historians think about history? 
Should the climatologists’ reconstructions of our climate history change the 
way we think about the human past? Perhaps the time is ripe to end “short-
termism” in the field of design that still hails the anthropocentrism of human 
body proportions and lifespan as a metric.

[4] Rania Ghosn and El Hadi Jazairy, Geographies of 
Trash (Barcelona: Actar, 2015).

[5] Ben Schmidt, “What Years Do Historians Write 
About?” Sapping Attention, May 9, 2013, link.

Installation view of Pacific Aquarium in Geostories: 
Another Architecture for the Environment, 
2017. Courtesy of The Irwin S. Chanin School 
of Architecture Archive of The Cooper Union. 
Photograph by Lea Bertucci.
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The design community has been slow in entering the climate debate, 
in part because scientists and architects tend to speak different languages and 
operate under foreign academic standards. The report from the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change addressing climate adaptation, for example, 
represented only the voices of scientists. It was based on the insights of natural 
scientists, with additional contributions from social scientists, mostly econo-
mists. [6] Out of 831 IPCC experts involved in writing the report, there were no 
designers.

Ghosn and Jazairy’s geostories belong to a larger attempt by design-
ers to take part in the IPCC conversation. They seek to bring the structures they 
depict to life through the use of textures and views that privilege abstract, and 
simultaneously visceral, representations of how one may experience a designed 
space. The drawings describe visionary solutions to environmental design prob-
lems, refreshingly undamped by concerns about physics or mechanics, deepen-
ing our imagination and priming us to the possibilities of future architecture 
and design. The series of utopic creative design remedies, including buildings 
that no longer exist or that never existed, illustrates how design thinking can 
augment the relationship between humans and their environment.

In the midst of their playfulness and cleverness, one can also 
ponder how helpful their design approach really is. In the last decades we have 
witnessed a renewed popular faith in engineers to find solutions to our envi-
ronmental crises. This tendency has been highly visible in the reaction to Elon 
Musk’s Tesla rollouts and the numerous TED Talk videos featuring star-struck 
audiences admiring the latest eco-gadgets that promise to solve the world’s 
environmental problems. The success of these technologies, such as solar 
cells, wind turbines, geothermal systems, etc., are increasingly used in bread-
and-butter architecture. It is in this techno-centric direction that the design 
world has been moving. The Engineer (with a capital E) is once again the hero 
of our times, as one has to go back to the 1960s or beyond to find a comparable 
public admiration for the profession. Ghosn and Jazairy are, perhaps, not 
taking account of this larger trend.

[6] Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 
“Part A: Global and Sectoral Aspects. Contribution of 
Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change,” Climate 
Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability, 
ed. Christopher B. Field, Vincente R. Barros, et al. 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014).

Installation view of Trash Peaks in Geostories: Another 
Architecture for the Environment, 2017. Courtesy of 
The Irwin S. Chanin School of Architecture Archive of 
The Cooper Union. Photograph by Lea Bertucci.
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Ghosn and Jazairy intentionally draw their post-modernist architec-
tural icons and typologies in the style of nineteenth-century geographers and 
naturalists such as Alexander von Humboldt. They employ representational 
techniques reminiscent of nineteenth-century lithography to depict structures 
that hark back to the agendas of Charles Moore, Aldo Rossi, Robert Venturi, 
and Denise Scott Brown. While Rossi’s buildings resonate with memory, Venturi 
and Scott Brown’s buildings communicate, and Moore’s architecture can speak 
to and be enjoyed by anyone. For Ghosn and Jazairy, postmodernist-style build-
ings drawn in the technique of early naturalist lithographs express their ideas 
for an inclusive architectural style that covers an ecological agenda. Those who 
thought postmodernism was a thing of the past in architectural debate may, 
of course, see their work as a holdout from a bygone era, or a part of a recent 
resurgence in imagining an architecture that “communicates”—or perhaps 
their pastiche of historical references and reflections gain their communica-
tive strength precisely because they reflect on ecological and climatological 
issues?

There are larger philosophical subtleties at stake here with respect 
to the role of rationality in the struggle for power. In Continental debates, the 
social role of engineering and science have centered on academics such as 
Jürgen Habermas, Michel Foucault, and Bruno Latour, with the latter two being 
generally critical of the ways in which rationality tends to support the power of 
science and a social culture of engineering. And Ghosn and Jazairy’s mode 
of design thinking has most definitely benefited from these trends in French 
philosophy. Is it one thing to reflect critically upon the biopolitics (to use 
Foucault’s term) of destructive petroleum prospecting and ocean mining but 

Trash Peaks, 2017, in Geostories: Another 
Architecture for the Environment, 2017. Courtesy of 
Design Earth.
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another to apply the same critical perspective to the emerging solar or wind 
power industries?

The exhibition shows that environmental transformations are hard to 
grasp because they occur slowly over time. They affect our surroundings and in 
turn our cultural environments, experiences, and perceptions. Graphic render-
ings merged with hand drawings present a “manifesto on the environmental 
imagination,” Ghosn and Jazairy argue, of spaces on earth that are not always 
taken into account, where industrial practices run over environmental aware-
ness. Civic design systems are broken down into fragments of attempts to 
understand the interwoven nature of urban cities and landscape. The exhibition 
reflects upon the “environmental imagination,” as discussed by Dean Hawkes 
and Lawrence Buell, two authors who proclaim the need to seek new ways of 
understanding humanity’s relation to nature. [7]

The systems illustrated in their strong graphics, such as the proposed 
transport of arctic icebergs across the Persian Gulf to be exploited for indus-
trial processes, are not commonly known. Narrating these geostories through 
architectural drawing explores a renewed design for the public good and care 
for our environment. The projects expose hidden aspects of global environmen-
tal issues and landscape logistics in drawings that act as infographics.

How we think and draw climatic time matters when it comes to how 
we conceptualize climate adaptation, as locating the origin of a problem can be 
the first step toward solving it. If climate change is seen within a deeper histori-
cal framework of human adaptation to changing environmental conditions, then 
our current challenges may be phrased as a continuation of this trajectory. [8] 
Ghosn and Jazairy take the timeline of the climatologists as a point of departure 
in an attempt to answer the question of how humans responded to the changing 
climate of the past. But unlike the historical climatologists whose chief agenda 
is to determine past climate, Ghosn and Jazairy focus on how the past can 
help us imagine the future. Humans have used climate change to shape their 
belief systems, initiate political and social processes, and reshape and rethink 
the human condition economically, socially, and psychologically. [9] Human 
climate adaptation is intrinsically linked to social, political, and historical 
circumstances. Ghosn and Jazairy seek to untangle the various ways in which 
humans have responded to adaptation in the past.

The work of Ghosn and Jazairy reminds us that societies can change 
dramatically due to climate change but also that the human ability to adapt 
to these changes is of paramount importance for social and environmental 
well-being. They illustrate the multifaceted ways in which designers can engage 
with climate change to create possibilities for transforming our environments. 
Their Geostories are not just another but truly Another Architecture for the 
Environment.

[7] Dean Hawkes, The Environmental Imagination: 
Technics and Poetics of the Architectural Environment 
(London and New York: Routledge and Taylor 
and Francis Group, 2008); Lawrence Buell, The 
Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, 
and the Formation of American Culture (Cambridge, 
MA and London, UK: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1995).
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ADAPTABLE   VERTEXES

Nina Edwards Anker  
with Barbara Martin | NYC winter 2010 

1. Initial diagramming according to solar data 

1.1. Structural logic 
Using the structural logic of light-trapping pyramidally shaped surfaces (see paper model and 
illustrations), this design experiment integrates photovoltaic panels with triangulated framing 
construction for 6 cubes (2mx2m) in 6 different geographic locations around the world: 
Manhattan, Tjøme (Norway), Val D’Aran (Spain), Dubai, London and Shanghai.  

1.2. Optimal solar orientation  
The cube’s roof geometry is drawn according to optimal solar orientation of the PV panels. This 
geometry is then repeated on the other four faces of the cubes, maintaining equal heights of the 
apexes. Diagrams of the yearly optimal solar orientation of the PV panels in these 6 locations 
(see illustration) show a range of vertex point heights. Translucent PVs allow shading and the 
passage of light while providing DC power to the cubes.  

2. Site adaptation 
The cube is placed in two of the sites, one with a southern climate, Dubai, and one with a 
northern climate, Tjøme. 

2. 1.  Human Comfort: shading and heating 
- Shading: The vertexes of the cube placed in Dubai are stretched in order to create 

overhangs which protect from the sun, providing cooling spots to stand in.  
- Heating: The vertexes of the cube at Tjøme are moved to form a cave shape which will 

be heated and shelter from the cold wind and rain.  

By parametrically attenuating the vertexes around five surfaces while maintaining a strictly 
orthogonal structure, the skin creates differentiated light conditions without disturbing the 
structural clarity of the construction. 

2.2. Visual Perception: expansion and contraction 
Additional vertexes are placed around the cube in such a way as to offer a visual dimension 
which underlines the feeling of coolness and warmth of the Dubai and Tjøme cubes, respectively. 

Dubai : boardwalk at the meeting point of boats, greenery and the urban skyline 
Multiple fragmented views of the urban environment visually expand the cube. The original 
pyramidal cube is adapted in the following ways: 

- Translucent glass South façade with photovoltaic cells for lighting at night provides 
shading while allowing in light and views 

- Overhangs above the doorways create shaded areas – South-facing overhang most 
prominent 

- Reflective facetted glass multiplies and fragments views of the urban setting  

Tjøme : windy cliff-top by the fjord  
An enclosed space with one framed view of a protruding rock provides respite from the endless 
view to the horizon. The cube is modified in response to the site: 

- Opaque PV panels facing South maximize power production for heating while blocking 
out light and views 

- Thick timber dark grey walls retain solar heat gain  
- A single framed view of a natural element creates an impression of contraction, in 

contrast with the expansive seascape 

1.1 Structural logic of pyramidal cube based on refractive glass pyramid 

 

 

1.2 Cube’s roof geometry tested diagrammatically for optimal solar orientation of the PV panels 

Dubai 

 

2. Site adaptation 

2. 1.
Dubai: boardwalk at the meeting point of boats, greenery and the urban skyline  
Shelter provides shading and fragmented views of the urban environment  

      

2.2 
Tjøme, Norway: windy cliff-top by the fjord.  An enclosed and heated space with one small framed 
view shelters from the wind 
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A COCOON OF ONE’S OWN
 Nina Edwards Anker, founder of nea studio, has created a circular oasis in Southampton 

with nature-attuned aesthetics and state-of-the art sustainable features. 
BY CRISTINA CUOMO

An architectural 
masterpiece of round 

walls and rainbow 
window panels
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CRISTINA CUOMO: How did Cocoon’s design process 
evolve?
NINA EDWARDS ANKER: The cottage is called Cocoon 
because its round walls form a cocoon shape toward the 
northern and western neighbors. This rounded enclosed 
half of the house provides shelter and privacy. The other, 
glass, side of the house, facing south, takes in ocean breez-
es and open views. The large, unbroken sliding doors allow 
connection with the smells, feel and sounds of the garden 
and ocean in the distance. The sliding doors open to catch 
prevailing southern breezes from the Atlantic Ocean that 
temper the heat in the warmer months. In the winter, the 
glass façade collects heat from the southern sun, and in 
summer, interior shades cut solar heat gain. The sensual ex-
perience of the sun in a structure that is half-opaque and 
half-exposed guides the framework of the design. 

CC: Was it determined by the site in Southampton?
NEA: Almost entirely, yes. The 16-foot-high Long Island 
cottage is split in two, cocooned into a soft opaque shape 
that provides privacy, and transparent and crystalline to al-

low for views onto an undisturbed landscape. Its L-shaped, 
1,730-square-foot structure is due to a legal requirement to 
build at a 150-foot radius from the wetlands, and to keep a 
35-foot distance from the adjacent properties. Luckily, the 
view of the greenery toward the ocean faces south, so that 
the southern glass façade provides both views and passive 
heating gain. With the help of environmental technolo-
gies such as photovoltaic panels, the architectural design 
serves both the environment and well-being. 

CC: Why did you decide to build on family property?
NEA: There are many reasons, including the open views of 
the compound property, its existing ancient linden trees, 
and the carriage house designed by Stanford White. We 
are an environmentally conscious one-car family, so the 
convenient location, with most popular destinations within 
biking distance, was an important factor. Also, our parents 
bought the property when we were toddlers; my brother 
and I take care of the property as a way of honoring them. 
We have children of similar ages, five in total, who play 
together often, which is probably the best part.

CC: What was the idea behind the shape?
NEA: The curved walls provide efficient circulation of sea 
breezes entering through the south-facing sliding doors; 
the inside air rises to the ceiling and is then pushed down 
to the floor by the cold skylights in a repeating circular mo-
tion. The round walls also soften interior sounds, improving 
acoustics, while unwanted outside noises bounce off the 
exterior round walls.  

CC: Why did you decide to do a LEED-Certified home?
NEA: Since we’re running out of time fast, in my opinion, we 
wanted to make a dent as responsible architects. 

CC: Explain what defines LEED.
NEA: LEED standards and rules continue to evolve, but they 
always abide by an agreed-upon standard of building that 
is officially recognized as being environmentally friendly. For 
example, all materials must be derived from less than 500 
miles away, the air quality and draftiness are tested by a 
series of blower-door tests, all appliances and fixtures must 
be Energy Star-rated, and the construction debris must be 
disposed of responsibly. 

CC: What is the storage capacity in this home?
NEA: In terms of power, the house is run entirely on electric-
ity stored in the grid, collected from a photovoltaic array. 
In terms of storage of stuff, the bedrooms have relatively 
ample closet space, as does the kitchen pantry and entry 
area. The entry closet by the kitchen, which is the home’s 
most heavily trafficked point of entry, contains storage 

Anker walks shoeless around the calm, simple interior to follow LEED 
standards. Also LEED-compliant is the living room’s Beanie Sofa (top), 
made of lentil beans, wood structure and organic latex.C

ay
lo

n 
H

ac
kw

ith





pº92

Sensing Solar Cells
Nina Edwards Anker
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“Des choses aux yeux et des yeux à la vision il ne 
c’est passé rien de plus que des choses aux mains de 
l ’aveugle et de ses mains à sa pensée. La vision n’est 
pas la metamorphose des choses mêmes en leur vision, 
la double appartenance des choses au grand monde et 
à un petit monde privé. C’est une pensée qui dechiffre 
strictement les signes donnés dans le corps.”

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, L’oeil et l ’esprit, 1964

In current ‘green’ architectural design, solar energy 
tends to be discussed in technical terms. This 
paper holds that in order for photovoltaic panels 
to become fully accepted as a building material, 
they must be designed according to parameters 
that look beyond cost and energy efficiencies.  
Through the lens of phenomenological theory, 
we investigate solar cells as perceptual devices for 
mediating light into designed spaces. 

By investigating the use of solar cells beyond their 
limited technical role, I will set out to show that 
the enhancement of a building’s performance by 
techno-pragmatic criteria does not come at the 
expense of phenomenologically informed design. 
By implementing novel design methodologies, 
solar cells can add meaning to architectural spaces. 
James Carpenter Design’s Austin Convention 
Center from 2000 and Martinez Lapeña-Torres’ 
photovoltaic canopy in Barcelona from 2004 are 
two of the few built examples of solar installations 
which influence visitors’ perceptions; both works 
are also integrated into their design concepts from 
inception. Torres’ concrete sculptural solar collector 
at the end of the Barcelona Forum esplanade 
provides shading from the heat and sea views, 
serving as a destination point at the edge of the 
city. The canopy, tilted at 35 degrees for optimal 
solar collection, connects through its geometry to 
the networks of the esplanade paths. Seemingly 
co-extensive with the linear stepped urban 
passages, the tilted collector expands from urban 

scale to global scale by linking the paths with the 
sun. 

The Sculptural Light Screen on the west front 
of the atrium for the Austin Convention Center, 
made up of both photovoltaic and colored glass 
louvers, screens the western sun from the atrium. 
The light screen modulates the incoming sunlight 
that projects onto the translucent curtain wall 
behind it. From the shaded escalator inside, 
visitors view a mosaic like pattern on this 
projection screen/wall. 

Solar cells can filter sunlight in ways that reinforce 
sensual impact.  The continually expanding 
technology of commercially available solar cells 
is making the task of designing new devices for 
thermal and visual delight easier for the architect. 
Although specialized solar panels are still 
expensive, their prices have been coming down. 
Soon the availability of transparent, translucent, 
opaque, multi-colored, flexible, light-weight solar 
panels in all shapes and sizes will make them 
comparable to regular glass panels. 

In her critique of ocular centrism, Lisa Heschong 
claims that engaging all of the senses for holistic 
experiences enhances the way we live in the world: 
“One of the magical things about our senses is 
that they do not function in isolation. Each sense 
contributes to the fuller comprehension of other 
sensory information. Indeed, one may not even be 
able to understand the information from one sense 
properly until it can be related to information 
from other senses.”1 For example, hanging a photo 
of a waterfall or similar view in a hot and humid 
room can help to relieve the heat.2 In a similar 
manner, the thermal and visual sensations created 
by the dark cool shadow of a solar panel in a glass 
facade can be reinforced by the auditory sensation 
of wind blowing through a nearby tree.

While it is relatively simple to comprehend the 
sensual ramifications of sunlight filtered through 
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solar panels in architecture, as in, for example, 
relief from heat and glare simultaneously, it is 
more complicated to conceptualize how we 
perceive sunlight mediated by pv-treated glass. 
How does the notion of sustainability enter into 
our perceptual apprehension of sunlight filtered 
through solar cells? In other words, what is the 
difference between our perceptions of sunlight 
passing through dark glass containing photovoltaic 
cells as opposed to regular dark glass?

We can begin to answer this question by looking 
at what Lisa Heschong calls the ‘associated modes 
of perception’.  In her book Thermal Delight in 
Architecture, Heschong looks at the mind-body 
connection in the human act of perception. She 
illustrates her point with Gaston Bachelard’s 
description of sitting by a fire.  Bachelard observes 
how the primal and mesmerizing experience of 
sitting around a fire stimulates the imagination: 
“Reverie before a burning fire is…the first and 
most truly human use of fire.”3 By stimulating all 
the senses at once, all of their associated modes of 
perception, such as memory and an awareness of 
time, are also brought into play.

Kent Bloomer and Charles Moore, in their study 
Body, Memory and Architecture from 1977, also 
referenced by Heschong earlier in her book, point 
to the lack of presence of the senses and their 
associated modes of perception in architecture 
as an ongoing problem. They explain: “What is 
missing in our dwellings today are the potential 
transactions between body, imagination and 
environment;…to at least some extent every place 
can be remembered, partly because it is unique, 
but partly because it has affected our bodies 
and generated enough associations to hold it in 
our personal worlds.”4 Bloomer and Moore are 
among the first to write about how mind-body 
connections are reinforced by multi-sensory 
experiences in architecture.

In his book L’oeuil et l ’esprit, Maurice Merleau- 
Ponty describes perception as an intermingling 
of things, eyes, hands and mind, where vision is a 
thought which decodes bodily signals: 

A plus forte raison l’image mentale, la voyance qui nous 
rend present ce qui est absent, n’est-elle rien comme une 
percée vers le Coeur de l’Etre: c’est encore une pensée 
appuyée sur des indices corporels, cette fois insuffisants, 
auxquels elle fait dire plus qu’ils ne signifient. Il ne reste rien 
du monde onirique de l’analogie.   

According to Merleau-Ponty, the mental image 
is a thought based on corporal indices which it 
‘makes speak more than they signify.’

 If we take Merleau-Ponty’s statement to be true, 
our bodily experience of sunlight triggers a ‘mental 
image’ which makes its abstract aspects ‘speak.’  As 
a way of seeing, ‘voyance,’ by linking the cerebral 
and the corporal, makes present that which is 
absent.  Standing in the cool dark shadow of an 
opaque solar panel, we are aware of the absence of 
sunlight and thus also of its absorption into the 
energy-rich solar glass.  The added functionality of 
the glass provides the perceptual process with an 
extra layer of consciousness.

Merleau-Ponty explains how this added layer of 
awareness is created in the process of perception: 

Cet equivalent interne, cette formule charnelle de leur 
presence que les choses suscitent en moi, pourquoi a leur 
tour ne susciteraient-ils pas un trace, visible encore, ou 
tout autre regard retrouvera les motifs qui soutiennent son 
inspection du monde? Alors parait un visible a la deuxieme 
puissance, essence charnelle ou icone du premier. Ce n’est 
pas un double affaibli, un trompe l’oeil, une autre chose. 6  

Merleau-Ponty asks why this internalized visceral 
presence of things can not in turn provide a 
visceral essence or icon of the first.  ‘Visceral 
essence’ can be defined as a combined and 
simultaneous bodily and conceptual understanding 
of the outside world.  

In Merleau-Ponty’s opinion, the perspective of 
an entire geographical and cultural heritage is 
instantly and inevitably brought to bear on to any 
moment of perception. Michael Benedikt explains 
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in his book An Architecture for Reality: “The 
aluminium poles are cold, the cat warm, the plate 
clean. Really? Yes. These human facts reverberate 
with meanings that run deep into our personal 
yet common histories.”7  Benedikt supports 
Merleau-Ponty’s view that the act of perception 
through the senses is accompanied by ‘meanings’ 
embedded in personal history and the history of 
the surrounding context.

Mediation of sunlight through solar cells in 
a manner which underlines multi-sensory 
perception thus can potentially heighten our 
experience of architectural space in a physiological 
way and in a cerebral way simultaneously. This 
mind-body connection entails a shift in our 
perception of sunlight.  When feeling and seeing 
the rhythms of light and shadow through the filter 
of solar cells, we are also conscious of sunlight 
and its wider implications as a powerful process 
of nature. Its manifestation as a source of electric 
power affects not only our perception of sunlight 
but also our perception of energy.

If solar panels can stimulate the senses through 
the modulation of thermal and light conditions, 
associated modes of perception such as memory 
and an awareness of time are also involved. They 

can mediate the processes and relationships 
of nature and technology in a way that both 
transcends and reveals the physiological realm. In 
doing so, solar cells have the potential to function 
as perceptual devices which allow us to both 
feel the presence and understand the concept of 
sunlight in the context of ‘green’ architecture in 
new ways. 

Notes
01   Lisa Heschong, Thermal Delight in 

Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1979), 24.

02   Bernard Berenson as referenced in  
Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin 
(London: Academy Editions, 1996), 44.

03   Heschong, Thermal Delight, 29.
04   As referenced in Pallasmaa, The Eyes of 

the Skin, 41.
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(Paris: Gallimard, 1985), 41.
06   Merleau-Ponty, L’oeil et l ’esprit, 22.
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Texto por: Daniela Jiménez

CASA 
COCOON

NEA STUDIO 135

Nea Studio, fundado en 2016 por la arquitecta, diseñadora y 
escritora Nina Edwards Anker, se dedica al diseño sustentable 
de arquitectura, diseño de interiores, mobiliario y paisajismo. 
Ubicada en Los Hamptons (Long Island, Nueva York), la casa 
Cocoon obtiene su nombre de la forma del capullo que brinda 
cobijo y serenidad a sus habitantes. 

La planta en forma de L obede-
ce a las restricciones legales que 
dictan guardar una distancia de 
46 metros de los humedales que 
rodean el área construida y 11 
metros de separación obligatoria 
entre las casas de la zona. Presen-
ta dos fachadas formal y estilísti-
camente distintas: una, orientada 
al noroeste, revestida de láminas 
de madera de cedro, con forma 
de capullo y mínimas entradas de 
luz, y otra posterior enteramente 
acristalada que permite vistas al 
jardín y al océano Atlántico. 

El diseño está pensado para coo-
perar con sus alrededores más que 
competir con ellos, aprovechando 
los elementos naturales y creando 
el balance perfecto entre el diseño 
moderno, totalmente minimalista, 
y un ambiente acogedor. Durante 
el invierno, las puertas corredizas 
de vidrio dan paso a la luz solar 
que calienta la estructura de ma-
dera y el interior, mientras que, 
en época de verano, permiten la 
entrada de la brisa del océano, así 
como controlar la entrada de luz 
gracias a unas cortinas especiales. 
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Bordeando la sección transpa-
rente de la casa se desarrolla un 
espejo de agua externo que re-
fleja los colores del cielo en las 
fachadas de vidrio y suaviza la 
separación entre el interior y el 
exterior de la casa. Además de 
recolectar más del 50% del agua 
de lluvia y reciclarla para el sis-
tema de riego, incrementa la lu-
minosidad interior. 

Sobre el pasillo del ala de habita-
ciones se encuentra una hilera de 
tragaluces en tonos basados en la 
teoría del color de Goethe, y van 
de un rojo bermellón, que evoca 
el atardecer e invita al descanso, 
al amarillo intenso que recuerda 
al cenit e inspira la actividad. Los 
reflejos de estos parches de luz, 
combinados con el de la cisterna, 
se proyectan en los pisos y en el 
fondo curvo de la pared blanca 
de la amplia sala, haciendo que 
la luz solar cambiante dibuje dis-
tintas formas y colores de una 
forma sutil y original. 

El diseño en capullo del frente 
noroeste se inspira en el estilo 
de las casas antiguas de la zona y 
provee privacidad y abrigo. Ade-
más, es una figura comúnmen-
te encontrada en la naturaleza, 
cuya eficiencia estructural y en 
el consumo de energía ha sido 
científicamente probada. Re-
quiere de un 15% a un 20% menos 
de material para su construcción 
que la de un edificio rectangu-
lar y su forma curva promueve 
la circulación interna del aire, 
equilibra la humedad interior y 
tiene la singularidad de suavizar 

los sonidos, haciendo de este un 
espacio ideal para el descanso o 
socializar y escuchar música.
 
El uso de energía de la casa provie-
ne de celdas fotovoltaicas y los ma-
teriales autóctonos fueron seleccio-
nados para desempeñar el papel 
de captadores pasivos de energía. 
La casa es casi autosuficiente y 
producto de las teorías del diseño 
arquitectónico solar y nuevas tec-
nologías ambientales estudiadas 
por la autora en la Oslo School of 
Architecture and Design.

Gran parte del mobiliario y de 
las luminarias también son pro-
ducto del genio creativo de Ed-
wards Anker. El sofá Bennie, 
sus Algae Lamps, un Calendario 
Solar, las butacas Knottie, elabo-
radas en ratán de polietileno, y la 
angulosa mesa Cantilever, entre 
otros diseños, dan cuenta de su 
orientación a una arquitectura 
de autor en la casa Cocoon.

La arquitecto ha sido galardona-
da en múltiples ocasiones, como 
el premio al Buen Diseño 2015 
que otorga el Chicago Atheneum 
Museum of Architecture and 
Design. Cocoon representa una 
propuesta moderna y sustenta-
ble, ideal para espacios como los 
humedales de Long Island, en 
donde elevó el diseño sustenta-
ble a un nivel más alto y ambicio-
so, demostrando que es posible 
crear estructuras bellas y funcio-
nales, sin sacrificar el entorno. 
Su propuesta es un ejemplo de a 
dónde se debería dirigir el diseño 
arquitectónico en el futuro. 
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MEDIATING SUNLIGHT: SENSING SOLAR CELLS

What can solar cells do for design? The current approach has been dominated 
by answers in terms of effectiveness, technological and financial. With a point of 
departure in the continental tradition of architecture writings and philosophy, this 
thesis seeks to explore the potential affectiveness of solar design. It discusses the 
new technology in view of the phenomenological tradition, as in the writings of 
Karsten Harries and Judith Butler, and their predecessors, such as Jan Patocka, and 
especially Maurice Merleau-Ponty.

The designs are at the core of this dissertation, which consists in reflecting upon 
eleven of the author’s works, made as an integral part of the PhD, and seven works 
by others. They range in scale from products, furniture, architecture, to urban/
landscape installations. The central theme is that of the dynamics of perception. In 
the moment of perception named the affective encounter, solar designs can con-
nect human beings in mind and body with their natural environments. Exploring 
the layers of affective fields in solar design can help us to understand the relations 
between nature, technology and perception. Most importantly, architects and 
designers can begin to integrate photovoltaic panels in terms of how they work af-
fect-wise. Given the environmental crisis we are living in, this technology presents 
an untapped resource, offering designers fertile opportunities for engagement. 

Nina Edwards Anker (1971) is an architect and designer. She received her Master’s 
degree from the Harvard Graduate School of Design (2001) after having completed 
two years at the Architectural Association. Edwards Anker started NEA Studio, an ex-
perimental design collaborative that integrates environmental principles into design, 
in Oslo in 2006. In addition to practicing architecture, she has exhibited her solar lights 
and furniture widely, and she won the 2015 Chicago Athenaeum Museum of Architec-
ture and Design Award for her Landscape Sofa. Her work is currently on display at 
New Lab in New York’s Brooklyn Navy Yard, where she is a researcher, designer and 
architect.
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