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Cover image: A crowd of approximately 500,000 watching the landing of STS-4
at Edwards Air Force Base from the East Shore public viewing site, California, July 1982.

Very Vary Veri is a journal about the built environment and
how it is produced, based at Harvard University Graduate
School of Design. VVV draws on the professional schools of
Harvard University and its neighbors for diverse perspectives
on design from law, finance, government, real estate, public
health, education, and beyond.
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VVV
Editorial Statement
SAMANTHA VASSEUR

The fourth issue of VVV, entitled Crowds, seeks to address
plurality both in its absorptive and exclusionary capacities.
As a grouping of people more or less anonymous to one
another, crowds are accidental entities just as much as they
are politicized collective bodies. From an architect’s perspective, crowds are a force to be controlled through the
funnel of egress. Crowds are an emergency. Yet crowds also
emerge as a celebration, a parade, a swarm, a rash, confetti.
As indeterminate and unpredictable as they are, crowds are
an incentive for movement.
The medieval word for crowd was ‘press’: c. 1300, presse,
“crowd, throng, company; crowding and jostling of a throng;
a massing together. The verb ‘to press’, in turn, derives from
prae- “before” + stare “to stand”. The crowd pushes you, fulfilling
the tendency that amounts to its most salient characteristic. If we
are observant etymologists, the crowd is the person standing in
front of you, providing visual and motional restriction. Its meaning
is thereby inherently nomadic, escaping itself to linger within
1
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whomever blocks the way. In this we find its capacity to continually generate inquiry. Intent assemblies, attentive audiences,
rallies in protest, ruled armies, majority rule—all manifest different
degrees of docility, unanimity and unruliness.
Elias Canetti discerns the Open Crowd: “A few people
may have been standing together—five, ten or twelve, not
more; nothing has been announced, nothing is expected.
Suddenly everywhere is black with people and more come
streaming from all sides as though streets had only one
direction.” The crowd pushes onto free electrons, including
them in its gush. They are inclusive by sheer number and
gross trajectory. All crowds admit of members recalcitrant to
their norm, whether by accident or by volition: the coughing
spectator in the silent audience, the duffer that spills their
drink at the feast, the person trying to cross the road flooded
by the parade—all inflect the integument of the crowd.
For Rousseau, one is part of society not despite one’s individuality but precisely because of it.
Crowds are not simply accounted for by exceptions involved
in a series they think themselves exempt from. An exhaustive
appreciation of crowds may address their propensity to exclusion, which brings us back exile, or at least to Marcus Aurelius’
reflection that one can be most alone in a crowd. Swarms,
packs, gaggles, formations, rashes, epidemics: crowds are
absorptive, closed, surreptitious, public, indifferent, intentional.
The epidemic is a crowd that subsumes the former constitution
of the crowd. For the architect, the crowd may be the life they
ought to control. “Panic is the disintegration of the crowd within
the crowd” Canetti apprises us.
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theater, in the neon glare of the midcentury.
The tracking shot over an impossibly large
crowd is a fundamentally urban gesture; one
unimaginable from the steps of a temple or
a Pharaoh’s balcony. They performed the
variegated and kaleidoscopic immensity of
the city better than any walk through the
metropolis. The mob could be taken in all
at once through the eye of a camera from an
upholstered theater. They were continuous with
the audience, stand-ins for the crowds of urban
dwellers that filled the theater every evening.
As in the endless ambulations of film noir,
the epic was the most rarefied of love letters to
the mess and boil of the city.
Moreover, the extras were the protagonists
of such films. Their directors and writers created
narrative through the repeated collisions
between the crowds and leads. They were about
the immersion of solitary, aloof aristocrats in
the mob. There was Charlton Heston dragging
a crowd of slaves across the Sinai and David
Niven pursued by hundreds through the
corridors of Delhi. These mobs were challenged
then subdued by the hero. In time, they even
learned to love him. Moments of chaos were
bookended by scenes of Parnassian remove;
Moses and the Pharaoh speaking on a plinth
over the Nile’s heaving floodplains or Phileas
Fogg and Passepartout floating over Hong
Kong in a hot air balloon. These films were set
the to the iambs of Shakespearean war scenes
– the staccato cuts back and forth between the
equestrian lords on the chatting on the hill and
the non-speaking roles clashing shields on the
fields below. One of the most iconic scenes of
the postwar era was in Carol Reed’s The Third
Man (1949): Orson Welles looked down at
the ruins of postwar Vienna from the top of
a Ferris wheel and told Joseph Cotton just
how small, expendable, and insignificant the
crowd was. He was talking about the extras, the
background actors of modernity, the audiences
that fill the cinemas and the margins of history.
As far back as the collision of Czarist
troops and workers on the Odessa steps in
Battleship Potemkin (1925), film has documented

Extras
MAHFUZ SULTAN
The year 1956 was an annus mirabilis for
background actors; the artists formerly known
as film and television extras. Cecil B. DeMille’s
remake of The Ten Commandments used 14,000
extras and 15,000 animals. Michael Anderson’s
Around the World in 80 Days marshalled
almost 69,000 extras spread out over 140 sets,
112 locations, and 13 countries – not to mention
a cow that ate from a tree on cue and a housecat
capable of sustaining concentration over several
takes. These directors and their peripatetic
crowds were a microcosm of the world akin to
that Borgesian map; the one that was the size
of the empire it described and “coincided point
for point with it.” Anderson suffered from the
delusion that to represent a journey around the
world on screen, one had to reproduce it to a
near impossible degree of fidelity. A crowd of
thousands on screen required its assembly in
real life. One can imagine the sense of unreality
that a journalist must have experienced while
watching DeMille in jodhpurs and tinted casino
hat – atop a citadel of scaffolding and tarp –
shouting orders at thousands of thronging
slaves. All of this in an overcrowded Paramount
studio filled with sand or in front of a life-sized
reproduction of Sethi’s Jubilee city near an oasis
of trailers in a Southern California desert.
The sheer profusion of background
actors and animals must have been about far
more than mere verisimilitude. A handful of
supernumeraries in period costume or a familiar
language spoken in an alien ictus are more than
capable of conjuring up a remote period for
a theater audience. The sweeping shots over
the crowds must have been ends in themselves;
displays of profligate studio wealth; a circus.
Even while clad in the tunics and sheaths of
Ancient Egypt, these crowds of extras generated
the already familiar sensation of urban
spectacle – standing its full height, outside the
3
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of whom presented a different cautionary tale
based upon a Commandment. This version
was about the conflict between theological
edicts and the vicissitudes of modern life; the
rules of the group intervening in the life of
the individual. Conversely, in the remake, the
Commandments were weapons wielded by a
single individual, a whip to discipline a group
of petrified slaves into an army of the faithful.
Needless to say, there were far fewer extras
in the original version. They occupied the
background as foliage; the faded penumbra of
film stock. The story of thousands was reduced
to a small chamber drama – a pantomime of
moral types – in the halcyon days before the
Depression, perhaps before cinema learned to
fear the crowd.

Paper Shrapnel
YARA FLORES

Toy, E.W. Baggott

Toy Bomb, F.J. Carpenter

“Confetti Uncut” suggests that every handful of minced paper hurled by (and for) the crowds of
the twentieth century had in it a little powdery residue of archaic sacrifice. A striking bit of evidence
for the proposition hails from the vast archives of the U.S. Patent Office, wherein sleep technical
specifications for dozens of confetti cannons, confetti bombs, and confetti pistols — not to mention
confetti-spraying machine guns and even one battleship (from the turrets of which jet forth happy
spangles). These toys can be said to reify the convergence of carnival charivari and mass violence.
6
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and not random individuals is essential to our
effectiveness. I wonder how you see the unif ied
versus varied aspects of our “crowd”?

In Conversation:
Peggy Deamer and
Keefer Dunn

Keefer Dunn: I think, as you may have
suspected, that I have trouble with
using Hardt and Negri’s conception
as a frame for doing the work of
mobilizing the crowd even as I find
their fundamental optimism in the
masses to be inspirational and correct.
In some sense, it rings true with my
operative understanding of Marxism
- that there is a mass of exploited
laborers that make everything
actually work and because they make
everything work, have a vast and
unrealized power.
But recognizing, organizing, and
operationalizing that power is for
me the more pertinent task of the
left – and, in our slice of the economy,
The Architecture Lobby. In my
experience, people are typically quick
to recognize when they are on the short
side of power, and save for those who
think that is a temporary condition,
the task of the organizer is to provide
a framework for collective activity.
I think it is interesting that Hardt
and Negri appear as characters at this
moment because the debate about
organization vs. the spontaneity of
the masses is an old one in the left; the
autonomist tradition falls clearly on
the side of spontaneity.
In my own thoughts and actions,
I try to follow Rosa Luxembourg’s
approach to the question. Luxembourg
doesn’t set organization or spontaneity
against each other but sees them
as inseparable parts of the same
momentum. Collapsing the distinction
helps her chart a clear case for how to
move forward. The lesson is couched in
the context of the inter-war German
SPD, but is widely applicable:

PEGGY DEAMER
“Crowd” is such a provocative term: unruly
or communal? Packed or popular? And it is
a pivotal term that lies behind much of what
the Architecture Lobby, an organization that
advocates for the value of architecture in the
public and in the discipline itself, must take
on. What crowd do we speak for and what
crowd do we speak to? Is the crowd resistant
to a new message of architectural value or
supportive of the Lobby’s provocation?
On the one hand, there is a whole “crowd” of
architectural workers who need to understand
their rights and their power. On the other
hand, there is the “crowd” - the population that could benefit from a more enlightened
approach to producing the built environment.
Peggy Deamer and Keefer Dunn, the
Content Coordinator and Organization
Coordinator, respectively, of the Lobby,
enter into a dialogue here that offers them
the opportunity to explore the difficult
and often tension-filled approaches that
drive the Lobby. We hope this gives insight
to both the significance of “crowd” in
the architectural context and the work of
the Architectural Lobby.

Confetto Cannon, R. Kleimendt.
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Peggy Deamer: Keefer, when I think of “crowd”
and the work we do, I think of Hardt and Negri’s
“multitude” and how that notion - a rhizomatic
aggregation of individuals which capitalism
cannot control and hence has liberatory
connotations - inspires what we - a group of
diverse but passionate individuals - can do.
But I see how your experience as an organizer
who understands the need to bring order and
due processes to the Lobby as a coherent whole
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