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This studio will be designing a performance theatre that hosts re-enactments of past 
cultural practices. Set against the backdrop of a future civilisation rebuilding itself after 
cataclysmic climatic events, the theatre acts as an archive to allow future generations 
experience past cultural practices through performances. 

For the past two millennia, the typology of the theatre has been relatively consistent. 
From ancient Greek agora to today’s iconic opera houses, the theatre has always been 
designed as a symbolic urban marker and a civic space for citizens. Architecture has al-
ways been employed as a tool to structure social relation within a physical space. Per-
formance takes place on stage, social interactions in the vestibule, while the complex 
set of mechanical audio and lighting system support the operations of the theatre. 
However, in a future immersive virtual world, existing typologies, spatial hierarchies 
and experiential qualities of the theatre may cease to be relevant or exist in a different 
form. 

Given such conditions, we will question the way cultural practices are archived, per-
formed and experienced in both physical and virtual space. What cultural practices 
are worth archiving and re-enacting? Would the performance be a re-enactment of a 
factual record or a reinterpretation of existing practices? Would the audience be silent 
spectators or active participants in the performance? These fundamental questions 
will guide us in designing a future theatre for past culture. 

While the virtual world offers endless possibilities in form and content, we will ground 
our theatre design by selecting a specific cultural practice that will inform the spatial 
layout and qualities of the theatre. Rather than designing the exceptional, we will re-
visit banal and everyday spaces within today’s context to accentuate an estranged 
experience of today for the future and virtual world. The recalibration of familiar spaces 
and objects found within certain cultural practices will form a new spatial grammar for 
the theatre and allow us to question our very own existence and confront the fictional 
realities of the virtual world. 

Questioning conditions of scales (what is proportion of the performance stage?), 
motion (is the theatre kinetically operated?), time (how long is each perfor-
mance?), thresholds (how do we enter the physical and virtual realm?), interior-
ity (how does the theatre relate to the exterior world?), and hierarchy (what is 
the performance flow?) in the physical and virtual environment, we seek to devel-
op visions of a future theatre that redefines the spatial-temporal relationship be-
tween the performer and the audience. Acknowledging the need to redefine ty-
pology and hierarchy of a theatre, the three typical spaces that make up a theatre  
(vestibule, main performance area, technical space) have been kept flexible to be de-
fined by individual project narratives and visions. Finally, we will examine the civic 
qualities of the theatre in relation to a new physical reality – a world without cities but 
an extreme environmental and topographical condition. 

“ ... the theatre 
acts as an ar-
chive to allow fu-
ture generations 
experience past 
cultural practices 
through perfor-
mances.”

“ we will question 
the way cultural 
practices are ar-
chived, performed 
and experienced 
in both physical 
and virtual space.”

“ future theatre 
that redefines the 
spatial-temporal 
relationship be-
tween the per-
former and the au-
dience. “

The Estranged Theatre:
Re-Enacting (Un)Familiar Cultural Practices

Instructor: Calvin Chua

Studio Brief
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	 After the apocalypse the world was barren. Hopeless, humans looked up to the 
night sky and wished upon the stars. They noticed patterns in the sky and interpret-
ed the stars as mythical beings that could predict occurrences such as the seasons. 
Humans soon learnt to read and map the sky, embedding stargazing in their culture. 
Equipped with the knowledge and wisdom to survive, they built the most advanced 
city in the canyons, Astra. The city would then open its borders to citizens of other 
lands, turning into an educational hub to welcome all who seek knowledge. However, 
The city was separated from the world by a slit in the canyons. The Astrians decided to 
build a theatre, in place of the bridge, turning it into an immigration point, a node for 
people entering in and out of Astra, a welcoming and departure gate to guide flow of 
traffic in and out of the city. The theatre was called ‘Atlas’, it would be able to map the 
night sky and teach Astrians and outsiders to converse through the universal language 
of the stars.

	 The user arrives into the building into the ground level. When sunlight enters 
the space at an angle, it forms the stars in the Night World. Depending on the location 
of the user and time of the day, he or she is able to see different constellations forming. 
Upon entering the space, the user experiences a symphony of lights where the lights 
take on the role of the performer. The level is covered in a thin coat of water, simulating  
the feeling of levitation and at the same time completing the bottom half hemisphere. 
The sunlight hits the dome, becoming the base for virtual reality to take place. The 
user steps into a portal and is transported into a dimension of eternal night with beam-
ing starlight which in turn creates different and parallel immersive environments, such 
as autumn and winter.

	 After learning about the constellations, the user then enters Basement 1, the 
space for leisure. On this level, the user observes as people on the level above roam 
around the space, forming hypnotic and alluring views. The participation of the people 
above as involuntary performers while the people below act as the audience, realising 
that a few moments ago they were in their shoes.

	 Basement 2 is used as a social and interactive space. Here, the cafe is turned 
into an archive of knowledge as people from different backgrounds perceive their sur-
roundings differently depending on the constellation they explored in the first level. 
The architecture setting becomes the main performer and the visitors act as a prop to 
frame the scene. Virtual reality offers every single visitor a specifically crafted view and 
perspective of the space. Here, Astrians and outsiders cast aside their differences, and 
leave perceptions or impressions of one another aside and exchange conversations, 
building a classless society. 

	 Basement 3 encompasses the washrooms and shop. It is the checkpoint for vis-
itors before they ascend back up into the spaces and out of the theatre. 

“Humans soon “Humans soon 
learnt to read and learnt to read and 
map the sky, em-map the sky, em-
bedding stargaz-bedding stargaz-
ing in their culture. ing in their culture. 
Equipped with the Equipped with the 
knowledge and knowledge and 
wisdom to survive, wisdom to survive, 
they built the most they built the most 
advanced city in advanced city in 
the canyons, As-the canyons, As-
tra.”tra.”

“The theatre was 
called ‘Atlas’, it 
would be able to 
map the night sky 
and teach Astrians 
and outsiders to 
converse through 
the universal lan-
guage of the 
stars.”

This narrative tells the 
story of a post apoc-
alyptic world where 
people study the stars 
as a means of survival.

Narrative



8

	 “What is your sign?” The wave of the 21st century hits us with astrological me-
mes, personality quizzes, and match-making tests. The fascination with astrology in 
the modern world has become a social and a commutative tool. 

	 This project takes the fad we have today regarding astrology and displaces it 
into a post-apocalyptic world where astrology is the way of life. Turning the stars into 
a language that binds a society, while also serving as a crutch.

	 In the canyons, there exists the city of Astra, built on the foundation of astrol-
ogy, where fiction is made and retold as fact. The first Astrians interpreted the stars 
as creatures that could predict natural occurrences such as the 4 seasons. Equipped 
with the knowledge and wisdom to survive, they built the most advanced city in the 
canyons. 

	 Astra opened its borders by building a bridge between the city and the rest of 
the world, turning into an educational hub, welcoming all who seek knowledge. The 
bridge was built in the form of a theatre that guides the flow of traffic in and out of the 
city, acting as a node. It was given the name ‘Atlas’. Built like a sphere, the pureness of 
the Atlas becomes the expression of symmetry, a social condenser, assimilating Astri-
ans and outsiders alike. 

	 Atlas draws its audience through social and performative programmes where 
outsiders watch the performance of the stars through the lens of an Astrian, and for 
Astrians, the theatre serves as a place of leisure and an archive of education from 
different parts of the canyons. By drawing its inspiration from Olafur Eliasson’s 2003 
Weather Project and ‘On Space Time Foam’ installation by Thomas Saraceno, the proj-
ect expores the use of static art to induce natural and honest reactions and the possi-
bility of alternate realities, multiple universes, and how relationships entangle through 
the action and reaction of persons in its programmes. Through these programmes, 
Astrians and outsiders exchange conversations, building a classless society. 

	 So, everytime you ask someone “What is your sign?”, or when you respond to 
astrology related material, you take on the role of an Astrian, or an outsider passing 
through the Atlas.	

“Built like a sphere, 
the pureness of 
the Atlas becomes 
the expression of 
symmetry, a social 
condenser, assimi-
lating Astrians and 
outsiders alike. “

“Through the pro-
grammes of the 
theatre, Astrians 
and outsiders ex-
change conversa-
tions, building a 
classless society. “

 The project seeks to challenge the conven-
tional theatre by blurring the line between 
what it means to be a performer and an 
audience and to redefine the theatre as a 

node to connect society

Thesis
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In In the canyons, the people of astra learn-
to map the stars and interpreted them as 
mythical beings that could predict the sea-
sons. Equipped with the knowledge and 
wisdom to survive, they built the most ad-
vanced city in the canyons, Astra. The city 
would then open its borders turning into 

an educational hub.

Collage 01: 
Cultural Practice

Collage of cultural practice
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This collage showcases a first look at 
the cyberpunk city of  Astra in the can-

yons.

Collage 02: 
The City Setting

Collage of Astra
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This collage showcases the very first  concept of a 
kinetic theatre element that paved the way for the 

spherical theatre.  

Collage 03: 
First Theatre Element

Collage of the first theatre element
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This collage showcases the first iteration of the theatre against 
the backdrop of Astra.

Collage 04:
 Location in the canyons

Collage of the Location of Atlas in the canyons
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This collage showcases Astra and 
the Atlas in the day.

Collage 05: 
Day Scenario

Collage of Atlas during the day
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This collage showcases Astra at night 
and the lack of stars in the night sky

Collage 06: 
Night Scenario 

Collage of Atlas at night
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This collage showcases the use of virtual reality in transforming Atlas 
into a 24/7 night time setting.

Collage 07: 
The Effects of Virtual Reality 

Collage of Real vs Virtual
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This collage showcases the first ideation of an 
immersive way to learn astrology.

Collage 08: 
Theatre Programme

Collage of theatre programme
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The case study analyses various viewing 
platforms at malls, zoos and theatres. 

Case Study 01: 
Theatre Elements

Case Study on Theatre Elements

1.Theatre
  -Similar levels multiplied along the z axis  
  -The idea of heaven being in the sky
2.Shopping Complex
  -interchangable events happen at the atrium that also allow visitors from other    levels 
to watch 
3.Zoo 3.Zoo 
  - observe animals without making physical contact
4.Moving structures
 -Rotation

Dubai’s Rotating Sky Scrapper proposal

Case Study: Existing Theatre Elements

Gran Teatro la Fenice

K11 MUsea
Zoological Island proposal YinYang shaped panda house by BIG
London Zoo Penguin Pool  Archstorming Co-exist Zoo by ASYA

Rotating Sky Scrapper in Dubai 
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This case study analyses the theatre 
elements of the Salle Richelieu in 

France.

Case Study 02:  
Salle Richelieu

Case Study on Salle Richelieu

Salle Richelieu
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This is a case study ‘On Space Time Foam’ installa-
tion by Thomas Saraceno, exploring the possibility 
of alternate realities, multiple universes, and how 
relationships entangle through the action and reac-

tion of persons. 

Case Study 03: 
On Space Time Foam 

On Space Time Foam
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Olafur Eliasson’s 2003 Weather Project. Although 
entirely man-made, the weather ignites a natural 
and honest reaction from the visitors. The faux 

but very real sun is a performer to its audience.

Case Study 04: 
The Weather Project 

The Weather Project
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 ‘Ideas of Space from Isaac Newton to Etienne-Louis Boullee’ by 
Dr Nikolaos-Ion Terzoglou.

Case Study 05:
 Ideas of Space from Isaac 
Newton to Etienne-Louis 

Ideas of Space from Isaac Newton to Etienne-Louis Boullee
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Dr Nikolaos-Ion Terzoglou quotes, “Etienne Boullee in his 
spherical monument to Isaac Newton that delimits an empty, 

public interior space symbolising the vast cosmos.” 

Newton’s Cenotaph
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Case study on the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey to anal-
yse  the use of colours and rotating objects  and how it 

affects the emotions of the audience.

Case Study 06: 
2001: A Space Odyssey 

2001: A Space Odyssey Study
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These sketches show the attempts in di-
viding the theatre to direct people into the 

space. 

Process Drawings

Process drawings
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Clay was used to mould and find the most suit-
able placing of the theatre in the canyons.

Physical Site Model

Clay Site Model
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This model shows the different iterations 
from the base geometry of the sphere.

Process Model 01

Iterations of the sphere



46

This model shows the interior of the theatre 
throughout the weeks to the final model.

Process Model 02

Evolution of the interior space in axonometric view

1
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The process model shows the evolution of 
interior space throughout the weeks. 

Process Model 03

Evolution of the interior space in section



50

This render showings the first look 
of Atlas set against the backdrop of 

Astra.

Unreal Engine 
Render

Unreal Engine Render
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This image presents the Atlas in 
the real world, bridging  a gap 

in the canyon. 

VR Model 01

Atlas in Real World Setting
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This image shows the sunlight 
penetrating into the space that 
will serve as a base setting in 

the virtual worlds.

VR Model 02

Interior Space of the Real World
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This image shows the parallel 
dimension formed by the light 
beams entering the space in 

the real world.

VR Model 03

Night World Dimension
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This image shows the Autumn 
parallel dimension.

VR Model 04

Autumn Dimension
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This image shows the Winter 
parallel dimension.

VR Model 05

Winter Dimension
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This image shows the interi-
or space of Atlas in the Night 

World.

VR Model 06

Interior Space of Night World
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This image shows basement 1 of 
Atlas in the Night World. Here, 
the user observes as people on 
the level above roam around 
the space, forming hypnotic 

and alluring views. 

VR Model 07

Basement 1 of Atlas in the Night World
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This image shows the view of  
the ground level form base-

ment 1.

VR Model 08

View of Ground Level from Basememt 1
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The structure of the sphere is made by firstly randomly populating its surface. The 
random points generated act as the basis to form diverging hexagonal voronoi struc-
tures.The top half is made from subtracting the elements of the hemisphere, and dif-
ferencing them with varying sizes of holes while the bottom hemisphere is made by 

subtracting the voronoi protrusions with hemispheres of different size. 

Structural Shell Concept Diagram

Structural Shell Concept Diagram
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The structure is Divided and articulated with a dou-
ble spiral slope for circulation.  The double spiral 
enables people leaving the city to experience the 

space the same as those going to the city.

Theatre Components

Theatre Components
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The circulation showcases the different parallel di-
mensions users are able to experience.

Circulation Diagram

Circulation Diagram
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This axonometric showcases the 
theatre as a bridge between the 

canyon slit.

Axonometric

Axonometric
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This section showcas-
es the theatre in the real 

world during the day.

Section 01

Section 1:200
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This section showcas-
es the virtual night world 
where the stars are formed 
by the light beams in the 

real world.

Section 02

Section 1:200
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This section showcases 
the formation of constel-
lations depending on the 
time of day and position of 

the user.

Section 03

Section 1:200
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This level is the educational space 
for the user to watch the night 
sky and learn about the constel-

lations.

Floorplan:
Ground Level

Floorplan 1:200
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This level provides a space 
for leisure and people 

watching.

Floorplan: 
Basement 1

Floorplan 1:200
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This level houses the season-
al cafeteria.

Floorplan:
Basement 2

Floorplan 1:200
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This level houses the wash-
rooms and shop.

Floorplan:
Basement 3

Floorplan 1:200
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The table showcases the correlation between the real world and the virtual 
world.

Matrix of Real vs Virtual Effects

Matrix

Light beams Constellations

Ground Level Night/ Autumn/ Winter World

Cafe Autumn/ Winter Setting Seasonal Cafe

R E A L V I R T U A L


