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Reparative Architecture

By considering the architectural object as a non-relational and non-human adversary, its reparative function is 
paradoxically revealed. Reparative is understood here in the sense Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick gave to it, as the pos-
sibility to use cultural artefacts in a creative, transformative way to deal with inner conflicts and negative affects. 
Reparative architecture is thus not only related to well-being and the improvement of the built environment. 
Architecture can also become reparative when it functions as a projection screen on which feelings of frustration, 
melancholy and unhomeliness can find an external form. Precisely because it wants to think beyond the human, 
object-oriented architectural theory allows us to examine this aspect of the architectural object as an antagonistic 
force. Two cases will briefly illustrate this: the melancholic geometry of Marianne Brandt’s Bauhaus teapot (1924) 
and the sublime indifference of Étienne-Louis Boullée’s cenotaph for Isaac Newton (1784).

Reparative Architecture

Considerando l’oggetto architettonico come un avversario non relazionale e non umano, si rivela paradossalmente 
la sua funzione riparativa. La riparazione è intesa qui nel senso dato da Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, ovvero come la 
possibilità di usare gli artefatti culturali in modo creativo e trasformativo per affrontare conflitti interiori e affetti 
negativi. L’architettura riparativa non è quindi solo legata al benessere e al miglioramento dell’ambiente costruito. 
L’architettura può diventare riparativa anche quando funge da schermo di proiezione su cui i sentimenti di frustra-
zione, malinconia e disagio possono trovare una forma esterna. Proprio perché vuole pensare oltre l’essere uma-
no, la teoria architettonica orientata agli oggetti ci permette di esaminare questo aspetto dell’oggetto architettonico 
come forza antagonista. Due casi lo illustreranno brevemente: la geometria malinconica della teiera Bauhaus di 
Marianne Brandt (1924) e la sublime indifferenza del cenotafio per Isaac Newton di Étienne-Louis Boullée (1784).
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Vesper è una rivista scienti!ca semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identi!cò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali di"erenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne pro!la lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili di"erenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne gra!ca, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri 
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di 
rubriche che gettano luci di"erenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, 
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
enti!c journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the 
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identi!ed in the 
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same 
star observed in di"erent temporal conditions. Vesper thus 
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the 
condition that de!nes its status. Rather than the sharp 
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a 
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a 
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming di"erent writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between di"erent languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a 
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into 
sections that o"er a range of diverse perspectives on the 
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, 
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary. 
Throughout the di"erent sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, 
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is 
not to provide instant news, but to o"er an in-depth investi-
gation of di"erent instances of design and to provide tools 
and materials that have a long-lasting e"ect.
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AN IDEA

oblivious to the di#culties that Brandt had to face to overcome the gen-
der politics of the Bauhaus, which wanted women to be only attending the 
weaving workshop; it is unaware of the sad end of the Bauhaus with the 
rise of fascism, or the relative obscurity in which Marianne Brandt spent 
the rest of her life in the DDR. And the tea-infuser has a similar indi"erence 
to its users: obviously, it does not care that its replicas are very expensive, 
or that the handle is in fact not that user friendly. But because this object 
withdraws from all these relationships, it cannot be reduced neither to its 
material components nor to the cultural-historical context from which it 
emerged; it paradoxically relates to a sense of melancholy: it is unable, and 
unwilling, to help us, to comfort us: ‘good’ in its aesthetic qualities, ‘bad’ 
because of its utter indi"erence. In this regard, Brandt’s tea-infuser resem-
bles another spherical artefact, from a totally di"erent period, and with 
a whole other scale: Étienne-Louis Boullée’s Cénotaphe de Newton (1784). 
This gigantic spherical volume was never built, but as a virtual architectur-
al object it de!es both human scale and history. As architecture historian 
Emil Kaufmann remarks, Boullée was interested in geometry, not archi-
tectural history (Kaufmann 1952, p. 461), and the contrast between the tiny 
sarcophagus and the gigantic vault creates ‘an all-pervading tension’, turn-
ing the chamber into ‘a vast magnetic !eld by innumerable lines of forces’ 
(ibid., p. 468). The human visitors become insigni!cant in relation to the 
volume that surrounds them, as an expression of the immensity of the cos-
mos, ruled by laws, like gravity, that refuse the human need for appeasing 
harmony: ‘Here we have the irreconcilable contrasts of the small and the 
large, the !nite and the in!nite, the mortal and the immortal’ (ibid., p. 469). 
With Boullée we are a far cry from human-centred design focused on well-
being: it rather expresses an aggressiveness that would later inspire totali-
tarian architecture. Boullée’s design is not meant to comfort or console. On 
the contrary, its reparative function lies in providing a radical architectural 
expression of the non-communicative, non-relational antagonism of death 
as the absolute, invincible enemy of human endeavours. Both Brandt and 
Boullée’s object lessons teach that the reparative function of design is more 
than a creative, transformative process towards a more friendly, qualitative 
environment. It also means taking into account how creating or re-using 
architectural objects can help to give form to adversarial, resisting forces.

Bibliography:
Bedford J. (ed.), Is There an Object-Oriented Architecture? Engaging Graham 
Harman, Bloomsbury, London 2020 | Bott Spillius E., Milton J., Garvey P., 
Couve C., Steiner D. (eds.), The New Dictionary of Kleinian Thought, Routledge, 
London-New York 2011 | Buck E., Love and Tectonics. Epicurean Philosophy 
and Reparative Architecture, in “Philosophical Forum”, vol. 37, no. 4, 2006, pp. 
457-476 | Harman G., Architecture and Objects, University of Minnesota Press, 
Minneapolis 2022 | Holly M.A., The Melancholy Art, Princeton University 
Press, Princeton 2013 | Kaufmann E., Three Revolutionary Architects. Boullée, 
Ledoux, and Lequeu, in “Transactions of the American Philosophical 
Society”, vol. 42, no. 3, 1952, pp. 431-564 | Kosofsky Sedgwick E., Touching 
Feeling. A!ect, Pedagogy, Performativity, Duke University Press, Durham 2003 
| Otto E., A ‘Schooling of the Senses’. Post-Dada Visual Experiments in the Bauhaus 
Photomontages of László Moholy-Nagy and Marianne Brandt, in “New German 
Critique”, no. 107, 2009, pp. 89-131 | Pallasmaa J., Encounters. Architectural 
Essays, Rakennustieto, Helsinki 2005 | Rawsthorn A., The Tale of a Teapot 
and Its Creator, in “The New York Times”, 16/12/2007.

In Touching Feeling queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick proposes a 
reparative reading of cultural artefacts (Kosofsky Sedgwick 2003). Such 
a reading would supplement the paranoid reading method of critical 
theory, which reveals how artefacts are never neutral, but the result of 
a speci!c ideological context. O$en, these artefacts are alienating and 
damaging to those who, for whatever reason (class, gender, race, body…) 
are disempowered or fall outside societal norms. A reparative reading 
does not ignore the importance of such a ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’, but 
examines how cultural artefacts can nonetheless also be approached in 
a more playful, creative way, transformed and adapted by the very indi-
viduals and groups they seem to exclude (ibid.).

A similar reparative mode can also be used when dealing with architec-
tural cultural artefacts. While not being naïve about the hidden interests 
of past and contemporary commissioning parties, a reparative architecture 
tries to !nd new ways to transform existing buildings and neighbourhoods 
that emancipate the users. By adapting, appropriating, and altering con-
tested heritage or obsolete, oppressive typologies of the past, alternative 
programs can be developed that experiment with other modes of dwell-
ing and living together.

This need for reparation is also an important issue in architectural phe-
nomenology. A good example is the work of Juhani Pallasmaa, who consid-
ers repairing the damage done by modernity and its focus on rationality 
and functionalism as the task of contemporary architecture: ‘At the turn of 
the millennium, the great challenge for architects is the re-sensualisation, 
re-mythologization, and re-poetization of the human domicile’ (Pallasmaa 
2005, p. 70). The architecture of modernity, with its cliché-symbol – the 
generic modernist skyscraper – has neglected the richness of the human 
sensorium, the profound need to individualise a place, making it an inti-
mate home for memories, stories, identities. For Pallasmaa, who quotes 
the psychologist Edward F. Edinger, an empathic, human-centred archi-
tecture should counter the ‘widespread sense of meaninglessness’ that 
characterises the ‘alienation in the modern age’ (Edinger, cited in ibid., 
p. 70). And as landscape architect Eric Buck argues, the act of repairing a 
home or a neighbourhood can in itself already help to create such a sense 
of meaning. The ‘task of repair’ not only generates more profound knowl-
edge about the built environment, but also changes one’s relation to it: ‘I 
become more intimate with it as I repair it or make it whole, and my a"ec-
tion is enhanced. I know my dwelling place better’ (Buck 2006, p. 474). The 
antagonistic relationship with architecture (!ghting the e"ects of decay, 
weathering, and bad previous design decisions) is thus turned into an ami-
cal one: the act of repair ‘enhances the friendship with things and places’ 
(ibid., p. 475). These reparative interventions in the built environment have 
a direct impact on the inner life of its users. 

But here we should not forget that Sedgwick borrows the concept of 
‘reparation’ from Kleinian psychoanalysis. For Melanie Klein inner life is 
far from harmonious. In the early paranoid-schizoid position, the infant 
internalises the dealings it has with the outside world, especially with the 
caregivers who nurture, but inevitably also frustrate it. Initially, the child 
splits aspects of these experiences into a good, helpful object, linked to 
positive inner sensations of well-being and love, and a bad, adversarial 
object, linked to destructive a"ects of despair and anger. But as the infant 
develops, it not only realises that the good and the bad aspects go together 
in one and the same ambivalent other, but also that the negative, destruc-
tive a"ects do not belong to the object, but to its own interiority. This 
results in a subsequent, depressive position in which the child feels the 
need for reparation, to invent a creative way to deal with this a"ective 
ambivalence, to come to terms with its own destructive, adversarial feel-
ings towards the other. This need for reparation continues in adult life, 
where our relation with others and with the environment is still invest-
ed with these o$en con%ictual inner a"ects and fantasies (Bott Spillius, 
Milton, Garvey, Couve, Steiner 2011, p. 470). If architecture should cor-
relate with the interior life of its users, as Pallasmaa argues, it should also 
take into account these negative aspects. Architecture should also be a ref-
uge for this inner antagonism, this sense of sadness and homelessness that 
haunts the human psyche. Not all sensual experiences are pleasant, and 
both mythology and poetry o$en deal with su"ering and destruction: an 
architecture that really wants to re-sensualise, re-poetise and re-mythol-
ogise dwelling should not only focus on positive design for well-being, 
but also take into account this phantasmatic ‘bad object’ that we cannot 
get rid of, as it lurks inside and is projected on the outside environment.

And here, a reparative architecture might !nd a surprising inspiration in 
Object-oriented ontology (OOO), which radically challenges the privileg-
ing of human experience in architecture. Graham Harman, one of the main 
exponents of this philosophy, argues that an architectural ‘object’ cannot 
be reduced to how it is used, its discursive meanings, its sensual qualities: 
a part of it always escapes and resists this relationality. ‘There is a reality in 

resistance in the things that always remains partly beyond human control 
and even beyond human access’ (Bedford 2020, p. 129). It is not a coinci-
dence that Harman uses a very destructive and antagonistic comparison 
to explain this fundamental non-rapport of the architectural object: ‘The 
architectural object is no more continuous with its relations than is a rock 
with the window it shatters’ (ibid., p. 91). Ironically, given the outspoken 
anti-subjective stance of OOO – ‘the real has many other things to do than 
traumatize humans’ (ibid., p. 167) –, such a view on the architectural object 
as fundamentally indi"erent to its human users; it is actually very close 
to a subjective, phantasmatic experience of the bad object in the Kleinian 
sense. The architectural object is a non-relational and non-human adver-
sary, something frustrating, unreachable, impossible to communicate with; 
an object that refuses to fully accommodate us. According to Graham an 
architectural object does this by ‘a slight decomposition of purpose, push-
ing as close to failure as possible’ or by making its functionality ‘less specif-
ic, and thereby withheld slightly from any relation in particular’ (Harman 
2022, p. 158). Thus, precisely by describing an objective reality that retreats 
from human interaction, Harman also describes a very subjective, human 
sensation: that of being le$ alone, thrown back on oneself, where the rela-
tion with the other is never self-evident, but rather in constant need of 
reparation. It is exactly this what a child has to learn in the depressive posi-
tion: to cope with the radical alterity of the other, this unreachable surplus 
in every relation, both with humans and non-humans. That is also why the 
architectural object, in its retreat and resistance to both meaning and use 
and in its !nal indi"erence to human concerns, resonates with this sense 
of meaninglessness and failure which is not modernity’s sin, but part and 
parcel of the human condition. Therefore, paradoxically, architecture can 
also become reparative when it functions as the projection screen on which 
this inner antagonism can !nd an external form. Shattering a window – to 
use Harman’s metaphor – can have a cathartic e"ect. This is an important 
aspect of a Kleinian approach to art, including architectural artefacts, as art 
historian Michael Ann Holly argues: ‘The lacerations they in%ict will nev-
er stop smarting. Yet such pricks are never just painful. As psychoanalysts 
well know, acknowledging something that one never before confronted can 
itself be an act of reparation, of solace’ (Holly 2013, p. 63).

To conclude, we want to present two well-known artefacts from archi-
tectural and design history, which may help to take into account this more 
melancholic aspect of architecture’s reparative function. The !rst is the sil-
ver tea-infuser designed by Marianne Brandt in 1924, which has become 
one of the icons of the Bauhaus style. This tea-infuser is a good example of 
the stubborn retreat of objects from the relations they are embedded in, like 
their relation with their designer. The spheric form of the object invites for 
a formalistic, stylistic appreciation, focusing on the simple, beautiful puri-
ty and perfection it seems to incorporate. But Brandt herself vehement-
ly opposed such an aesthetic reading of her work: she was not looking for 
an artistic expression, but for the rigor of the engineer (Otto 2009, p. 107), 
meticulously testing, calculating, designing an object ready for mass-pro-
duction. But in this early phase of her career, Brandt mistook purity for 
e#ciency, so the design of the tea-infuser made it actually un!t for mass 
production. Instead, it became a rare collector’s item, an artwork put on 
display in design museums (Rawsthorn 2007). There it exists, in splen-
did isolation, with its re%ective silver surface and its beautiful geometry, 
indi"erent to the historical context from which it emerged. The object is 

Étienne-Louis Boullée, Cénotaphe de 
Newton no. 14, 1784. Black ink, grey lavis 
with shades of brown, 66 × 40 centimetres. 
Courtesy Bibliothèque nationale de France.

Marianne Brandt, Teapot, silver and 
ebony, 1924. Smart Museum of Art. Ph. 
Sailko, www.commons.wikimedia.org.
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