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understood as an extension of the  
project, as it has been created through the 
same collaborative, interdisciplinary and 
design-led process that characterised  
The Exchange itself.
 
As such, the book acts as a report of what we 
did, laying out the principles we worked by, 
the topics we focussed on, and the discoveries 
made along the way. Accordingly, it presents 
the outcomes of some of the many design 
research projects that embodied those themes 
and the installations, exhibits and other events 
by which we shared those projects with a 
wider public audience.
 
But just as importantly, the book demonstrates 
how we worked. Its themes and topics 
speak to and overlap with each other, and its 
distinctive visual vocabulary represents the 
sense of connection, interplay and complexity 
that characterised the whole project. The text 
and images are intended to tell the story of 
The Exchange in tandem, working together 

INTRODUCTION

The Exchange at Knowledge Market was a 
unique urban living lab situated in Victoria 
Harbour, in Melbourne’s Docklands—a major 
urban regeneration project at the edge of the 
city’s central business district.
 
Over the course of 18 months, an 
interdisciplinary team of design and 
ethnography researchers from RMIT 
University partnered with Lendlease, 
developers of the Victoria Harbour precinct, 
to activate an empty shopfront retail space. 
This activation involved the development of a 
series of projects involving undergraduate and 
postgraduate students from RMIT University, 
that investigated the cultural and spatial 
dynamics of Victoria Harbour and formulated 
design propositions responding to a range of 
social and environmental issues encountered 
within the precinct.
 
The book documents the overall project, the 
design research it made possible, our range 
of partnerships and a selection of the major 
outcomes. But more than this, the book can be 
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the project, this writing acts as a conceptual 
armature that will continue to evolve in future 
projects. Indeed, we hope that others will also 
be able to take this framework forward in their 
own ways.
 
These thematic essays are arranged in 
dialogue with six chapters that focus on 
the main topics that our design research 
explored: design-led community engagement, 
sociality and community, sustainable resilient 
systems, digital infrastructures, urban spatial 
dynamics, and memory and imagination. In 
these sections, we showcase the outcomes 
of our research materialised in the innovative 
projects designed in response to the specific 
context of Victoria Harbour.
 
Together, this book is a vivid portrait of 
an ever-evolving research project firmly 
embedded in a particular place. As such, 
it exemplifies a model of activation and 
community engagement, and an innovative 
example of collaboration between academia 
and industry.
 

to give a sense of the project from the inside, 
rather than simply reporting on outcomes or 
structures as if they existed independently of 
the spatial, social and collaborative context in 
which they unfolded.
 
Through the book’s design we invite the reader 
into The Exchange, to enter the project and 
explore different aspects of it. It can be read in 
several ways. Pull-out quotes and rich imagery 
allow for exploratory browsing, and thread 
together the major themes and findings. These 
offer a kaleidoscopic view of the many ideas 
that were generated in the space, as well as 
the events, installations and exhibitions that 
enlivened it.
 
A more in-depth reading is also available.  
Six thematic essays explore the underpinning 
principles of the project and explain how we 
worked at The Exchange. These discuss how 
we worked with and through the concepts 
of activation, collaboration, transformation, 
place, interdisciplinarity and futurity. Because 
these principles developed over the course of 
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The Exchange began with a very simple goal: to activate the site it 
occupied. Industry partners Lendlease wanted to engage the local 
community, draw people to the area, give them a reason to visit 
and explore, and do this with experiences that were not strictly 
transactional. In other words, they wanted to enliven the precinct in 
ways that extended beyond the existing retail and restaurant outlets, 
while still recognising this as a valuable aspect of what people could 
enjoy in Victoria Harbour.
 
The area presented some challenges. Melbourne’s Docklands, in 
general, had long suffered a poor reputation as a place to visit, 
especially in the evenings and on the weekends, when it was perceived 
as lacking liveliness and character. Like many large-scale urban 
regeneration projects, the fine-grain built environment was relatively 
new and had not yet built up the layers of meaning that accumulate 
with time as people live their lives and leave their marks on a place. 
Many of the residential buildings had indoor amenities—swimming 
pools, gyms, and resident lounges—that saw recreation and socialising 
take place in more private spaces. The corporate buildings were busy 
with workers during the weekdays, but fell quiet outside of working 
hours, as people returned home or went to the many bars, cafés and 
restaurants in the nearby CBD.
 
Nevertheless, Victoria Harbour enjoyed some important attractors, 
and at The Exchange, these were our close neighbours. The multiple 
award-winning Library at The Dock, designed by Clare Design in 
collaboration with Hayball Studio, and run by the City of Melbourne, 
enjoyed hundreds of visitors every day, many of whom came to enjoy 
the views of the harbour from its indoor study areas. The library 
building faced onto a small park and playground that was busy with 
a steady stream of families. Major corporate buildings, such as ANZ 
Bank’s global headquarters with its almost 7,000 employees, meant 
the precinct bustled with workers, especially at the beginning and end 
of the day as people commuted in and out of the area. Indeed, many 
of Victoria Harbour’s 5,000 residents, connected to the city by two 
dedicated tram routes that stopped just outside The Exchange, valued 
the quietness of the neighbourhood as much as its proximity to the 
busy Melbourne CBD only a short walk away.
 
All this suggests that the reputation of the Docklands as ‘lifeless’ or 
‘sterile’ (both terms commonly used to describe it by people who did 

Activation

Knowledge Market bustling 
with visitors during the 
nex{t} exhibition opening. 

Photo by Tobias Titz. 
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We also saw the opportunity to develop the conversation about 
Victoria Harbour through collaborations with Melbourne’s many cultural 
festivals. For the Sustainable Living Festival, we curated the Zero 
exhibition, a show featuring student projects that envisioned zero 
carbon futures in high-density urban environments. For Melbourne 
Knowledge Week we hosted the Sensor[ed] exhibition, a display of 
potential digital infrastructures in Melbourne.
 
For Melbourne Fashion Week, we staged the Urban Flâneur ‘salon’ 
that featured garments developed from students' impressions as they 
wandered through Victoria Harbour. This event saw designers, models 
and photographers use The Exchange space as a runway, while a pop-
up exhibition space was installed in a vacant retail space across the 
road. Accompanied by video, lighting and specially-composed sound 
work, this show was a form of activation that went far further than we 
could have imagined at the start of the project.
 
In this sense, The Exchange extended how we had understood 
‘activation’ at the beginning of the project. What began as a highly 
structured program gradually evolved into something more organic, as 
our confidence grew and we became more practised at pulling together 
events that used the space in surprising ways and attracted new 
audiences.
 
The program of events hosted by The Exchange demonstrates what is 
possible when activation grows from the specific conditions of a place 
without overly strict constraints that preclude what might emerge. 
Indeed, the value of this model of activation - open-ended, organic, 
creative, collaborative and iterative - is an important finding from our 
time at The Exchange. Moreover, being embedded in Victoria Harbour 
allowed us to engage with both the site and the community in a closely 
detailed way, activating it with the energy of our research and teaching, 
but still using it to think more broadly about larger shared urban 
challenges.   

not spend a lot of time there) was not entirely deserved. But even so, 
The Exchange was envisioned as an attempt to increase the ‘stickiness’ 
of place. We wanted to create more activity at different times of day 
and night by offering an experience that did not replicate what was 
available elsewhere. We sought to engage the community that already 
knew Victoria Harbour, whilst also attracting those who had never been 
before.
 
In addressing this challenge, we began to think of The Exchange space 
as an ever-changing and adaptable venue that could cater to many 
different types of events. At various times we organised it into a lecture 
theatre, public forum, design studio, creative making space, and gallery. 
This accommodated the program we developed of regular public talks, 
exhibitions of design projects and community workshops. We also ran 
the street-facing shopfront as an open house where people could drop 
in to see what we were working on or take in the rotating exhibitions in 
our dedicated Side Gallery.
 
Throughout the life of the project, we hosted public talks by people 
from the different communities with which we connected. These 
included Jeff Robinson, the Global Sustainable Buildings Leader for 
engineering firm Aurecon; Tim Campbell, Lendlease Project Director for 
Victoria Harbour; Bonnie Shaw, Strategy & Knowledge Manager for the 
City of Melbourne’s Smart City Office; Bruce Ramus a renowned large-
scale urban lighting designer; and Dianne McGrath, a sustainable food 
expert and Mars One astronaut candidate. During Melbourne Design 
Week we hosted a panel of architects and designers who had worked 
on the major buildings in the precinct, including Kerry Clare (Clare 
Design), Bronwyn Pratt (HASSELL), Ken Ng (nettletontribe) and Sue 
Fenton (Woods Bagot).
 
Another form of activation came in the various design studios we ran 
from the space. Students from multiple disciplines - Interior Design, 
Landscape Architecture, Fashion Design, Communication Design, and 
RMIT’s Master of Design Innovation and Technology - all developed 
projects that used the specifics of the Victoria Harbour site to design 
for urban futures more broadly. At the same time, because The 
Exchange was used for studio teaching and acted as a display space, 
these students became central to the liveliness and activity of our 
corner of Victoria Harbour.

Activation 16 17



Students, academics, 
industry professionals 
and the local community 
gathered for The Exchange 
at Knowledge Market 
Official Launch in October 
2017. 

Photo by Madison Blair.



Poster for The Exchange at 
Knowledge Market Official 
Launch.

The duality of the project was that it was both 
a site for speculation and an activation of a 
dormant urban area at the same time.

Major projects on display 
from RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology 
students. 

Photo courtesy of Keep Left.





At The Exchange, the design studio 
model was employed to prototype 
new ways of thinking about the urban 
conditions of the future city and about 
how our lives may unfold in them. The 
eighteen-month long program provided 
the opportunity to curate a series of 
design studios that focussed specifically 
on the Victoria Harbour precinct. In 
this way, the design research directly 
engaged with the precinct’s community 
and shared its findings through design 
studio exhibitions and public lectures.
 
Dropping the activities of a design 
school into a specific site and allowing 
multi-disciplinary design teams to 
explore ideas around the precinct 
afforded the opportunity to develop a 
focussed and sustained study. In doing 
this, Victoria Harbour was treated as a 
site of sustainable and resilient urban 
systems; a place of social diversity; a 
network of digital infrastructures; and a 
location rich with evocations of memory 
and imagination. Through design studio 
teaching these research themes were 
examined in different ways through 
the lens of architecture, landscape 
architecture, interior design, product 
design, service design, fashion design and 
design ethnography.
 
Design studio teaching encourages 
students to immerse themselves in the 
understanding of a situation or problem 
and to appreciate the wider context 
of an issue by examining historical 
and contemporary precedents and 
understanding its social and political 
underpinnings. 

However, the design studio takes the 
subject matter beyond mere analysis, by 
introducing the idea of the speculative 
proposition, the design project, as the 
vital outcome of the process.
 
The undertaking of a design project 
challenges designers to conceptualise 
future scenarios in which specific 
concerns are addressed and invites them 
to propose ideas that offer new ways of 
thinking in and with the world. Design 
attempts to synthesise theoretical and 
empirical observation into proposals that 
bring together the various elements 
of a problem in unique and original 
ways. The design process provides the 
opportunity to view the world in a new 
light and to focus our thinking towards a 
specific issue through the production of 
innovative design proposals.
 
The act of design is, by its very nature, 
experiential and explorative. It requires 
an iterative approach in which ideas 
are proposed, tested and refined. This 
process is flexible and solution seeking. It 
generates multiple ideas and approaches 
towards a specific topic. The nature of 
the design process also involves the 
honing and development of skills and 
perceptions toward the manipulation of 
the physical environment. Ultimately, 
great design is a fusion of social, 
environmental and material concerns in 
which the outcome is much greater than 
the sum of its parts.
 

The design studio is a unique model for 
research. It is at once speculative and 
specific and has the liberty of the free 
exploration of ideas.

DESIGN LED 
COMMUNITY 
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The Knowledge Market 
façade. Design Sean Hogan 
of Trampoline. 

Photo by Tobias Titz.



Visual identity

The Exchange at 
Knowledge Market 
promotional poster and 
graphic language.

The evolving nature of the design 
process can be seen clearly in the 
development of the aesthetic that was 
employed in the visual identity of The 
Exchange. Initially, the design brief called 
for a rebranding of the venue that would 
incorporate the existing Knowledge 
Market graphic logo into a new scheme. 
Using the concept of a visual language, 
graphic designer Sean Hogan distilled 
the essential elements of the Knowledge 
Market logo and rebuilt it as a flexible set 
of graphic forms.
 
The new graphic language allowed 
the project’s objectives and diverse 
programming to be communicated within 
a cohesive visual identity. The creation 
of a set of open and responsive graphic 
forms not only transformed the visual 
identity of the space but provided a motif 
to complement the project’s conceptual 
approach to embedded research. Just as 
the research methodologies employed 
by The Exchange team evolved 
through connection, interaction and 
interpretation, so the graphic language 
offered the ability to be transformed and 
translated in different media and be used 
in different situations.
 
Initially, the visual language of the design 
was utilised to brand the façade of 
the building through window graphics. 
Elements of this language were then 
used in the design of event posters, 
press releases and the project website. 
A further development of the visual 
language occurred in the design of this 
publication, as the base set of symbols 
was expanded to become expressions of 
the research themes that developed over 
the course of the project.
 
Another iteration of the visual language 
occurred when RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology students 
developed the two-dimensional graphic 
design into a three-dimensional modular 

exhibition display system. The brief for 
the display system called for a design 
that could be reconfigured to suit the 
project’s diverse program of exhibitions. 
In adopting the qualities of flexibility 
and responsiveness inherent in the 
graphic design language, the exhibition 
system design team developed a kit of 
interchangeable components that could 
be creatively adapted to suit specific 
functional and aesthetic needs.
 
The initial geometric explorations 
undertaken by the design team involved 
translating the flat two-dimensional 
images into a set of three-dimensional 
components. To do this, the straight lines 
in the original design were extended into 
a three-dimensional grid pattern which 
provided the basic spatial framework of 
the system. The circles, crosses, triangles 
and squares used in the graphics were 
translated into the various fixing elements 
and the expressive display stand feet. 
Subsequently, a range of geometric 
proportions were explored to incorporate 
the dimensions of the existing exhibition 
plinths as an element of the system and 
to accommodate A0 and A1 poster sizes 
predominantly used in the display of 
design works.
 
In addition to the geometric 
interpretation of the system, its 
materiality and assembly process was 
carefully considered. Materials such 
as aluminium tube, polycarbonate 
sheet, acoustic panels and plywood 
were chosen for their recyclability 
and sustainable credentials. Glues and 
adhesives were strictly avoided and 
individual components were connected 
via demountable steel brackets and 
copper hooks. A set of ring-shaped rare 
earth magnets were employed to hold 
up posters on the system once it was 
assembled.

Design Led Community 
Engagement
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The Knowledge Market 
façade, featuring The 
Exchange graphic language. 

 Photo by Tobias Titz.



Exhibition Display System

Exhibition display system, 
designed by students 
from the Transformative 
Apparatus studio: 
Hongyu Sun, Yunkai Zhao, 
Jason Ng Chi Kai, Qi Si, 
Jung-Ying Yi, Aya Albarqi, 
Akshaya Kathiresh, 
Louis Ryan, Yinjie Li and 
Ziyi Li. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology. 

Images by 
Jason Ng Chi Kai.



From the geometric foundations 
established in the visual branding 
language of The Exchange, the design of 
the display system underwent a process 
of continuous refinement and invention. 
The design team attempted to match the 
elegance and clarity of their initial vision 
with physical, material and construction 
realities, to create a finely detailed and 
robust display system that could be 
adapted to specific situations and needs. 
The completed display system became 
a feature integral to the character of 
The Exchange at Knowledge Market 
exhibition space and provided a flexible 
and adaptable kit of parts that could be 
repeatedly reinterpreted for the ever-
changing program of events.
 
The graphic language developed by 
Sean Hogan and the subsequent 
exhibition display system developed 
by RMIT Master of Design Innovation 
and Technology students formed 
the aesthetic, spatial and conceptual 
foundations of the project. They not 
only set up an identity for the space 
and its activities, they also set a 
professional standard of presentation 
and communication that every project 
and event held in the space strove to 
match. This design base was constantly 
reinterpreted and reinvented so that 
there was an identifiable unifying 
familiarity in every public event and its 
promotion. At the same time, there was a 
constant freshness and creative spark to 
every new iteration.
 
The strength of the branding of the 
space and in various media became the 
calling card of the project and served to 
consolidate The Exchange’s presence 
within Victoria Harbour. This presence 
was deepened over time as connections 
were made with the local community. 
The mechanism for these interactions 
was the design studio which was used to 
forge conversations with both workers 

and residents, public institutions and 
corporations. The speculative nature 
of the design studio granted it the 
freedom to engage various members of 
the public in an open discourse around 
the potential future directions that the 
Victoria Harbour precinct might take. 
The students' earnestness and energy 
towards the projects brought with it a 
spirit of cooperation from potentially 
disparate groups and created a forum in 
which ideas could be presented, critiqued 
and assessed.
 
In every studio, clients, industry 
specialists and associated academics 
were invited to attend the student 
presentations and contribute to the 
burgeoning thinking around the subject 
matter. Through the public lecture series, 
prominent design practitioners shared 
their insights with an audience made up 
of students, residents and professional 
practitioners. Through the exhibition 
program, associated with various 
Melbourne festivals such as Melbourne 
Design Week, Melbourne Fashion Week 
and Melbourne Knowledge Week, a 
series of diverse crowds descended 
on The Exchange and brought their 
unique outlook to ideas concerning the 
development of the city.
 
Through undertaking and publicly 
disseminating the act of design, The 
Exchange was able to ignite discourse 
and interaction and engage members 
of the community from many different 
backgrounds and interests. In this 
agenda, the design studio was a unifying 
condition, in which innovative thinking 
could be shaped and impassioned 
opinions could be freely expressed.

Design Led Community 
Engagement

The Exchange exhibition 
display system, installed at 
Knowledge Market. 

Exhibited project: 
SOL 889 by Elaine Regina, 
Gagandeep Kaur and 
Gabriela Stenclova. 
On display during the One 
Cup at a Time exhibition. 

Following page:
The Urban Flâneur: Fashion 
Reimagines the City 
installation featuring The 
Exchange exhibition display 
system. 

Exhibition curated by 
Tarryn Handcock and 
Tassia Joannides.

Photo by Tobias Titz.
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The Exchange at Knowledge 
Market entrance, branded 
with The Exchange graphic 
language. 

Photo by Madison Blair.

Our mode of being in the space was highly 
visible and branded with a distinctive 
visual identity. Our use of it for a range of 
activities helped to change the space and its 
surroundings almost immediately. 



RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology 
students showcase their 
work during the Urban 
Systems exhibition. 

Photo by Joanne Mihelcic.
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In his book on collaboration, sociologist Richard Sennett says that 
mutual support and cooperation allow people ‘to accomplish what  
they can’t do alone’. While he puts the focus on outcomes, lying 
beneath this is a set of relationships and a way of working together 
that increases all partners’ shared capacities. Such a commitment to 
collaboration was at the heart of The Exchange and was key to both  
its successful form of creative and ideas-driven local engagement,  
and its design research work.
 
At The Exchange, we worked hard to build relationships between 
institutions as well as amongst individual researchers and their 
counterparts outside academia. As is often the case with collaborative 
projects, this was a lengthy and uncertain process with outcomes 
that were not necessarily predictable. Instead, they relied on the 
development of trust and recalled Sennett’s observation that it 
requires time and practice to become good at cooperation. This 
idea pulled against more conventional ways of conducting research 
that may be commissioned by private industry, and that incorporate 
targets determined from the beginning of a contractual relationship. 
Instead, RMIT and Lendlease entered into a ‘Research Collaboration 
Agreement’, a form of partnership based on aligned interests in the 
future of urban living, with outcomes that continuously emerged in  
The Exchange.
 
The collaboration at the heart of The Exchange grew from a 
relationship that began when Lendlease approached the RMIT School 
of Architecture and Design with a commission for a small-scale 
temporary public artwork project, which eventually became Frame 
Melbourne. Through this project, the RMIT team was able to establish 
the idea of industry-partnered design-based research that gathered 
together experienced researchers with students at different levels. 
Frame Melbourne was a design process that worked with and reflected 
the perspectives of the local community, which Lendlease treated as a 
way of ‘prototyping community engagement’. This initial project paved 
the way for a more ambitious shared endeavour, and the efforts to 
clarify terms and responsibilities on the smaller artwork project acted 
as the framework for drafting an agreement for The Exchange. In other 
words, the institutional relationships that began with a smaller, earlier 
project created the conditions that allowed something larger, more 
complex and unexpected to emerge, and for relationships to form that 
made new things possible.

Collaboration

Students and visitors in 
conversation during the 
nex{t} exhibition opening. 

Photo by Tobias Titz.
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The generosity of these organisations in supporting The Exchange 
came in the form of public talks by high-level staff, participation in 
collaborative studios, student access to expert decision-makers, regular 
attendance at events and advocacy to their wider client networks and 
communities of practice. 
 
We also attracted academic colleagues from across Melbourne to 
Victoria Harbour, providing a productive site for their own teaching and 
research. This included a four-week travelling studio with German and 
Australian students that culminated with a pop-up sustainable café in 
the Knowledge Market forecourt. Other creative practitioners and local 
and global experts helped us to build a rich program of public talks and 
exposed our students to a multitude of perspectives. We also reached 
out to residents and workers by encouraging people to stop in and see 
exhibits and join our many events.
 
The institutional configurations also drew in our own institution, RMIT 
University, bringing some of its structures into The Exchange while also 
navigating the challenges of setting up a research and teaching site off 
campus. We reached out to colleagues in different disciplinary areas, 
offering The Exchange at Knowledge Market as a location and subject 
for their studios, gradually building it into a place where students and 
researchers could learn from and be inspired by each other’s projects, 
particularly as findings or working materials were displayed and 
discussed. Even though the many uses differed, the themes they had 
in common, as we discuss in this book, opened the door to rich and 
productive cross-fertilisation of ideas.
 
Collaborating in this open and inclusive way with a range of different 
people, corporations and other organisations generated outcomes that 
we could not have predicted. One of the qualities of this project was 
our ability to be responsive to the site as we learned more about it, 
meaning that new ways of doing things emerged as we went. This put 
us in a position to shorten the long response times of university-based 
research, but lengthen the shorter corporate timeframes and deepen 
the research insights that they might usually expect.
 
 
Sennett, R (2012) Together: The Rituals, Pleasures and Politics of Cooperation. New Haven: Yale 
University Press, p. 5.

Frame Melbourne proved to be a foundation where RMIT, with 
its teaching and research agendas, and Lendlease, and its client-
centred business model, could find common ground.  After working 
together in a close and collaborative manner for a period of several 
months, the two teams from RMIT and Lendlease began to develop 
a shared dialogue and discovered similar concerns in relation to the 
urban environment and how to articulate it in a public artwork. To 
take the project forward, a design studio based on Lendlease’s new 
development Melbourne Quarter was conducted. This studio expanded 
the disciplinary scope of the relationship between the two institutions 
further and brought a more speculative and exploratory dimension to 
the design propositions presented by students.
 
As these projects wrapped up, we discussed potential future directions, 
including the idea of integrating design and ethnography in a partnered 
project. With a common commitment to thinking about design as a way 
to direct ways of attuning to and valuing urban space, a raft of possible 
projects and approaches were considered, with no guarantee that they 
would be realised. The Exchange began when the existing Knowledge 
Market space in Victoria Harbour became available, and Lendlease 
asked RMIT about the possibility of taking it over for a year. With a 
broad scope for developing an innovative program of activities, we 
were eager to accept the opportunity.
 
It is important to note here that Frame Melbourne paved the way 
for The Exchange by sorting out many of the complex contractual 
and legal issues involved when universities work with large industry 
partners. The effort and energy put into clarification of terms and 
responsibilities on the smaller project meant that the new contractual 
arrangements for The Exchange were able to proceed more smoothly. 
In other words, The Exchange should not be seen as a stand-alone 
project that began a relationship, but rather something that was made 
possible by and was an extension of, an existing collaboration.
 
Our constellation of collaborators, however, reached further than 
the agreement with Lendlease. We benefited enormously from close 
relationships with our neighbours that developed early in our tenure in 
the precinct: ANZ, Aurecon and the City of Melbourne were all closely 
involved in our teaching and research. 

Collaboration 48 49



A place where students and researchers could 
learn from and build on each other’s projects, 
particularly as findings were displayed and 
discussed in open conversation. 

Students interacting 
with projects from the 
RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology 
program.

Photo by Tobias Titz.



Visitors enjoying video work 
at Urban Flâneur: Fashion 
Reimagines the City. 

Photo by Tobias Titz.



The design of public spaces that 
promote a sense of belonging is vital in 
any city precinct. Urban planning must 
be complemented by design work that 
attends to the street level and fine grain 
to make enjoyable, convivial cities.

Ethnography is an approach that 
sees researchers embed themselves 
in specific social and environmental 
contexts to understand people’s lived 
experiences. It looks beyond what 
people might simply describe about their 
lives, instead observing their activities 
and asking them to show researchers 
what they do and what meanings they 
ascribe to their actions. When combined 
with practice-based design research it 
involves focussing on specific elements 
in participants’ surroundings that have 
been designed, such as objects, buildings, 
technologies, services or whole urban 
precincts. In addition to interviews or 
observations, it also works through 
processes such as workshops or studio 
teaching to investigate participants’ 
experiences further and to design 
things that respond to these findings. 
Researchers and designers working in 
this way think about propositions for 
intervention or change that work with 
what people are already doing or what 
they value, rather than trying to impose 
completely new ways of behaving.
 
One of the first projects undertaken 
at The Exchange was ethnographic 
research into how workers, residents 
and visitors experienced the precinct 
and what it meant to them. This 
involved asking people to show and 
explain their environments, finding 
out how their feelings about Victoria 
Harbour connected to aspects of its 
built environment. Researcher Joanne 
Mihelcic interviewed people in their 
homes, streets and local cafés, asking 

them to reflect on Victoria Harbour and 
what it to meant to them. In practical 
terms, where possible Joanne walked 
with participants and video recorded 
interviews so that people could actually 
show significant aspects of the spaces 
they were talking about. This allowed 
insight into how people perceived and 
made sense of their surroundings, which 
in turn provided new information about 
how design might better meet the 
needs and aspirations of the people who 
encounter and engage with it.
 
In these interviews, particular attention 
was paid to how people actually made 
use of places and objects and how they 
understood their relationships with 
the material and immaterial aspects 
of the Docklands. This included the 
feelings, impressions, memories, and 
sensory elements such as distinctive 
sights, sounds or smells. Exploring 
these perceptions with the research 
participants and using the research 
encounter to attune to and discuss the 
meanings of particular spaces, helped 
define the range of experiences of 
individuals and communities which might 
otherwise have been difficult to uncover. 
For example, many residents valued the 
Docklands’ quietness in the evenings 
and on weekends, with the advantage 
of the proximity of the city without its 
noise, traffic and busyness. This was a 
rejoinder to the commonplace criticism of 
Docklands as dull or lacking vibrancy.

SOCIALITY 
AND 
COMMUNITY
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Victoria Harbour barbers 
Paul and Ace, photographed 
as part of the Home Truths 
portrait exhibition. 

Photo by 
Nicholas Walton-Healey.



Home TruthsSociality and Community

The team from local café, 
Saluministi photographed 
as part of the Home Truths 
portrait exhibition. 

Photo by 
Nicholas Walton-Healey. 

Local florist Melissa 
photographed as part of 
the Home Truths portrait 
exhibition. 

Photo by 
Nicholas Walton-Healey. 

The research also indicated that the 
weather was crucial in how people 
experienced Victoria Harbour, both 
physically and socially. While this may 
seem commonplace, what was less 
obvious was its impact on how people 
dressed, moved and inhabited the 
precinct's streets, buildings and shared 
open spaces, and how they imagined and 
understood the precinct overall. Rather 
than being understood as necessarily 
negative (or positive), it was simply 
recognised as a significant factor in 
planning for moving around the area. 
People made everyday decisions about 
what to wear, whether it was worth it 
to carry an umbrella (because the wind 
often made these useless), and how 
to plan their walking route to remain 
undercover as much as possible. In short, 
participants reported that careful thought 
was necessary to manage and adapt 
to the anticipated climatic conditions, 
including for wind, rain or changeability—
and that the design of the precinct’s built 
environment also played an important 
role in their considerations.
 
We augmented the accounts from 
research participants with our own 
observations, making notes and 
photographs. These research materials 
began to build a picture of Victoria 
Harbour which could then inform 
practice-based design research. 
For students at The Exchange, this 
translated into a focus on talking to or 
observing people in the precinct and 
reflecting on their own experiences in 
order to inform their personal design 
process. This flowed through to student 
projects that included work on shelters 
or artworks in public spaces, site-specific 
garments, rooftop gardens and urban 
farms. In the same way, as we embraced 
the chance to be embedded in the area in 
our combined studio space, we also dove 
deep into the precinct by investigating 
it through a combination of practice-led 
design and social science research.

Another example of how sociality and 
community was explored in Victoria 
Harbour was the Home Truths 
photographic project and exhibition. 
Through a community workshop hosted 
by The Exchange, residents and workers 
in Victoria Harbour were interviewed 
about what ‘home’ meant to them and 
had their photographs taken by award-
winning documentary photographer 
Nicholas Walton-Healey. Their answers 
drew together places, people, objects, 
food, words and rituals. Family was 
mentioned often, but so were other 
sorts of relationships with friends, 
pets and gardens, as well as important 
individuals. Home was multi-sited, 
spanning continents and generations, and 
was shared through stories in multiple 
languages. Together with Walton-Healey 
and The Exchange research team, 
this conversation extended to making 
portraits inspired by participants’ words 
in the buildings and streets of Victoria 
Harbour. Our encounters asked people to 
attune to the idea of home, and then stay 
with these ideas as part of a creative 
photographic process. In this sense, 
Home Truths was both a photographic 
and ethnographic project.

The combination of text from the stories 
that were shared about home, and the 
photos taken in the moments after the 
discussion, show how such an approach 
can depict the lives of others by working 
with what people say. At the same time, 
the images allow a glimpse of how home 
feels when people are asked specifically 
to think about it. By participating in 
the project, people shared aspects of 
themselves which then became the 
route to making their portraits. These 
exchanges were brief, but were intensely 
collaborative, and built community as 
much as reflected it. Some of these 
words accompanied the photographs in 
an exhibition at The Exchange. 
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Visitors explore The 
Exchange at Knowledge 
Market exhibition space 
during the Home Truths 
portrait exhibition opening. 

Ethnography looks beyond what people might 
simply describe about their lives, instead 
observing their activities, and asking them 
to show researchers what they do and what 
meanings they ascribe to their actions. 



A portrait of James, Céline 
and Josephine, a family who 
call Victoria Harbour home. 
Made as part of the Home 
Truths portrait exhibition. 

Photo by 
Nicholas Walton-Healey. 



Sociality and Community

John the from Melbourne 
Flames Dragon Boat Club, 
photographed as part of 
the Home Truths portrait 
exhibition. 

Photo by 
Nicholas Walton-Healey.

Home Truths

These portraits, in combined text 
and image, speak to the diversity of 
the participants and to the common 
experience of making homes in new 
places while still remaining connected to 
homes elsewhere.
 
Home Truths was presented in its 
exhibition sequentially as a trace through 
Victoria Harbour, from the pier a few 
dozen metres away, up to the local 
shops and the community garden, back 
to the playground outside the library, 
and finishing at the nearby tram stop. 
All the photographs were taken within a 
block of the Knowledge Market site. In 
this sense, the series acted as a portrait 
of Victoria Harbour as much as it did of 
the individual participants. The show 
was punctuated by landscapes without 
people that alluded to home rather 
than depicting it directly, and that were 
intended as invitations to pause on the 
journey through both the exhibit and the 
precinct.
 
The development of a design 
ethnography methodology permeated 
all the design studio projects enacted 
at The Exchange. RMIT Master of 
Landscape Architecture and RMIT 
Bachelor of Interior Design students 
involved in the Phase Change 2.0 
studio were encouraged to think 
beyond broad surveys of demographics 
and environmental data and engage 
in the local population’s relationship 
to the streetscapes and parklands of 
the Victoria Harbour precinct. In their 
proposals for the creation of cityscapes 
as biodiverse ecosystems, they factored 
in human behaviour as a guiding principle 
in the realisation of their projects. 
This recognised that the creation of 
sustainable environments is predicated 
on the stewardship and involvement of 
communities in fostering the conditions 
in which man-made and natural habitats 
can thrive in harmony.

In the Inner Worlds project, RMIT 
Bachelor of Interior Design and RMIT 
Master of Landscape Architecture 
students not only conducted research 
into the philosophies of the architects 
and designers responsible for the 
precinct’s buildings, they actively 
engaged in the daily lives of the 
inhabitants. Through interviews, sound 
recordings, photographic studies and 
by simply spending time in them, the 
students developed a deep and personal 
connection with the buildings and 
their occupants. Such an experience 
highlighted the difference between 
design intention and lived reality. The 
students saw how the buildings were 
interpreted by their users, and how 
people’s patterns of movement, stillness 
and interaction shaped their interiors and 
ultimately defined their mood and spirit.
 
Similarly, RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology students 
focussed on the minutiae of human 
gesture and the nature of interpersonal 
relationships in developing urban 
interactive sculptural works that 
consolidated feelings of belonging and 
community. RMIT Bachelor of Fashion 
(Design) students embarked on a series 
of walking journeys to engage in the 
details of the life of the precinct and seek 
inspiration for garments that reflected 
the essence of place.
 
Ultimately the introduction of 
ethnographic practices into the design 
process formed what we referred to 
as the design-ethnography loop, in 
which ideas garnered from the close 
consideration of people and their 
environments, inspired design proposals, 
exhibitions and temporal installations that 
were openly accessible to the precinct’s 
community.
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Local print-worker Jem, 
photographed as part of 
the Home Truths portrait 
exhibition. 

Photo by 
Nicholas Walton-Healey.



 s

Melisa Duque Hurtado from 
The Exchange ethnography 
team, interviewing staff at 
local café Saluministi as part 
of the Home Truths portrait 
workshop. 

We have treated the precinct as composed 
of moments of encounter, negotiation, and 
separation, a tangling together and decoupling 
of different elements, all shaping a distinctive 
‘here-and-now’.  
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is that you do not know where it is going... but to go along for the 
ride, in mutual, open-ended and yet limited entanglements.’ Such an 
orientation was particularly suited to the open-ended and interwoven 
mix of questions that we explored at The Exchange; the many different 
perspectives that we brought to it, and the precinct itself, as buildings 
continued to rise around our site.
 
Our approach to this project can thus be understood as treating 
Victoria Harbour as a ‘project...that is ongoing, never finished' and 
that 'involves imagining into the future’, as Sarah Pink says. In practical 
terms this meant that what we asked of the precinct—and how 
we asked it—changed as we worked, building on and iterating from 
what had come before. While this is not a new research approach, 
particularly in design, what is important is that we did not seek to 
‘solve’ a problem, as this would have meant attempting to freeze a 
set of conditions in the site that were always transforming. Rather, 
we used the embedded and practice-based approach of design in 
combination with ways of trying to understand other people’s ongoing 
experiences via ethnographic research. This, in turn, gave us new 
questions for our students and fresh research problems to interrogate. 
This meant developing a distinct form of design ethnography that was 
tailored to Victoria Harbour and to the range of people, institutions and 
ways of thinking about the precinct that configured in The Exchange.
 
If uncertainty acted as an engine of The Exchange, then iteration 
provided the mechanics of how we moved forward in our 
understanding and intervention in Victoria Harbour. Through design 
studio teaching we traversed ideas relating to different aspects of 
Victoria Harbour in multiple ways. This process began with in-depth 
investigations into the philosophical, social and technical factors 
that underpin a design brief, and progressed to developing specific 
methodologies for each design research task. Student design teams 
were encouraged to develop innovative approaches to the way they 
explored and expressed the precinct’s sites and the issues that defined 
them. In this process, we also encouraged students to consider how 
the ways of creating research materials—photography, audio and 
video recording, drawing, fieldnotes—influenced the design process 
and outcomes. In this way, students and researchers alike were able 
to attend to the fine-grain details of the precinct very closely, but also 
to reflect on how their perception of this detail was shaped by the 
medium through which they encountered it. 

The Exchange offered a wide scope to explore how design could drive 
new ways of thinking about the future of urban living, and in doing 
so, address big, complex questions with no fixed or final answers. At 
its heart, The Exchange sought to identify how we might be able to 
think through design to transform our ways of relating to each other 
and to our surroundings. At the same time, there were aspects that 
were crucial—an orientation towards the fine grain, a commitment to 
researching in and through the specific location in Victoria Harbour, and 
a generous and collaborative way of working. 
 
It soon became clear that we had a particular approach, that built 
on what had come before in unpredictable ways; a design-driven 
stance that facilitated outcomes that could not have occurred in 
more conventional research projects that are highly structured from 
the start. Instead, we approached The Exchange as emerging from 
and located in the spatial and material qualities of the site in Victoria 
Harbour, our relationships with various institutional and industry 
partners, and each other as researchers and colleagues from  
different backgrounds.
 
The engine of this approach was uncertainty. Indeed, drawing 
inspiration from the work of designer Yoko Akama and anthropologist 
Sarah Pink, we recognised ‘uncertainty as being core to our 
existence, a dimension that cannot be removed’, and actively valued 
and protected it. Working through uncertainty meant recognising 
potential and possibility in every element of the project, in a strongly 
speculative mode. As a team seeking to understand the world and 
perhaps influence change through our teaching, research and public 
engagement, meant recognising our object of inquiry, the future of an 
urban precinct, as dynamic, slippery and always changing.
 
This pushed us towards ways of working that recognised change and 
complexity as inherent in the site and our engagement with it. Thinking 
through uncertainty is a way of being and working in the world that 
seeks to ‘contribute to its ever-evolving weave’, as anthropologist Tim 
Ingold points out. This involves attending to its specific configurations 
and using these to make sense of our experiences and perceptions of 
our surroundings. In a practical sense, this meant that the activities 
in The Exchange were always evolving and inviting its participants 
to relate to Victoria Harbour in new ways. As anthropologist Bill 
Maurer says in his discussion of emergence, ‘the point of emergence 
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Transformation

Accordingly, as the projects evolved, each decision informed 
subsequent decisions. This helped individual design projects to 
construct their own internal coherence, and bit by bit came to define 
the parameters of a unique response to place.
 
Just as the design process evolved in an iterative manner, each 
project or research piece undertaken at The Exchange informed 
and contributed to what came next. This process saw us build a 
sophisticated and nuanced understanding of the precinct over 
time. New insights in one area—such as how people experienced 
the weather in the neighbourhood’s waterside location—informed 
and enriched subsequent projects. In the case of the weather, for 
example, this included projects that considered new ways of sensing 
and measuring local micro-climates, weather-specific garments and 
wind-responsive public parks. This iteration across discrete studios 
and projects within them was a powerful way to build the site-specific 
knowledge necessary to identify and design for the best and most 
transformative interventions.
 
Strongly conceptually driven, this iterative approach was important 
because its uncertainty allowed us to reach new real-world insights 
that we could never have predicted. In other words, not knowing what 
would happen next was inherent in making interesting new things 
possible, and acted as a generator of potentially transformative ideas. 
In turn, responses to the issues faced by Victoria Harbour, such as 
the challenges of more sustainable ways of living and working helped 
provide the next step in confronting the challenges that all cities must 
now address.

RMIT Master of 
Design Innovation and 
Technology student Wei Li, 
demonstrating her major 
project prototype. 

Photo by Tobias Titz.
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Students and visitors in 
conversation at the nex{t} 
exhibition opening. 

Photo by Tobias Titz. 

We sought to identify how we might work 
through design to transform our ways of 
relating to each other and to our surroundings.    



Visitors engaging with 
student design projects 
during the nex{t} exhibition 
opening. 

Photo by Tobias Titz. 



To address sustainability and foster 
more responsible living practices, the 
connections between cause and effect 
need to become more explicit. People 
must become more aware of their 
actions and more accountable for  
their impact.

Sustainable design involves addressing 
the context of a project in a holistic 
way. The adoption of sustainable 
systems thinking involves the analysis 
of a problem from the widest possible 
context before making detailed decisions. 
Sustainable design approaches are 
concerned with the conception of 
complete systems of production, 
consumption, use, lifespan, disposal and 
eventual degradation. In this logic, good 
design is considered something that 
makes positive connections between all 
elements of production and use, so that 
the output of one element becomes the 
input of another. This task involves both 
knowledge of sustainable technologies 
and an understanding of what makes a 
design acceptable, useful and desirable. 
Sustainable thinking engages directly 
with notions of cradle-to-grave life 
cycles,  circular economies, and dynamic 
resilient systems.

In his public lecture at The Exchange Can 
going to work make you healthier?, Jeff 
Robinson, Aurecon’s Global Sustainable 
Buildings Leader, noted that ideas of 
sustainable design and the creation of 
healthy environments for humans to 
inhabit are now merging. The Green 
Building Council of Australia’s Green Star 
rating focusses on the management of 
materials, energy, emissions, land use 
and ecology while including terms such 
as community, liveability and indoor 
environment quality within their criteria.

The International WELL Building 
Institute's WELL Certification criteria 
consider air, water, nourishment, light, 
fitness, comfort, mind and innovation as 
the essential components for buildings 
that put people’s health and wellness at 
the centre of design. In his public lecture 
at The Exchange Creating sustainable 
cities, Tim Campbell, Project Director of 
Victoria Harbour reinforced this, speaking 
of how connecting people with place 
had been one of the guiding principles 
underpinning Lendlease’s commitment  
to sustainability.
 
The scale of the problem of developing 
sustainable resilient systems relies on 
responsible actions from the Federal, 
State and Local government as well 
as those of the community and the 
individual. The management of waste 
has recently come into the spotlight in 
Australia. As China’s new cleanliness 
standards for recyclable materials 
excludes the majority of waste previously 
sent offshore by Australian councils, the 
problem of waste management is now 
literally in our own backyard. Initiatives 
such as the City of Melbourne’s 
Integrated Waste Management Program 
aims to increase recycling, decrease 
waste sent to landfill and keep our city 
streets clean. The development of smart 
bins, compactors and recycling hubs in 
central city locations, the installation of 
infrastructure, signage and accessible 
recycling collection services and the 
provision of rewards for recycling goes 
towards addressing the problem.

SUSTAINABLE 
RESILIENT 
SYSTEMS
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Resilient Floating 
Community by Tianli Duan, 
Luyu Zhang, Li Liu, 
Hongtao Li and Keqian Niu. 

RMIT Master of Landscape 
Architecture and RMIT 
Bachelor of Interior Design. 

A project proposing resilient 
floating units situated 
at the water's edge to 
protect residents from the 
effects of storm surges and 
create structures in which 
ecologies of flora, fauna and 
sea life can thrive. 

Right: Images by Li Liu.

Below: Image by 
Tianli Duan.

Resilient Floating CommunitySustainable Resilient Systems

City of Melbourne programs such as the 
Community Garden Policy, the Urban 
Canopy Strategy, the City as Catchment 
Strategy, the Food City and Urban 
Ecology and Biodiversity Strategy, are 
establishing a framework of ideas and 
a methodology for understanding and 
engaging with the city as a dynamic 
resilient ecosystem, one which includes 
community, social and cultural systems 
with larger overarching environmental 
systems. For example, for future 
generations, addressing issues of food 
security that comes with increasing 
urbanisation calls for the development 
of productive and resilient urban farming 
systems that not only close the food-
waste loop by using organic waste as a 
resource in the production of food, but 
demonstrate adaptability, connectedness 
and redundancy in their design and 
performance, and which are importantly 
accompanied by considerable behaviour 
change in our communities.  

The issues of place, community, 
engagement, responsibility and personal 
accountability informed the design 
research and teaching approaches 
towards sustainable resilient design that 
were undertaken at The Exchange. In 
the Phase Change 2.0 studio, Charles 
Anderson and Michaela Prescott led a 
group of RMIT Master of Landscape 
Architecture and RMIT Bachelor of 
Interior Design students in an exploration 
of the systems of the city in relation to 
the changing nature of the environment 
and our understanding of it. Engaging 
directly with global warming and its 
impacts at a local and regional scale 
and working across a range of design 
disciplines and related practices, 
the studio envisioned scenarios for 
sustainable and resilient futures. 
Rethinking food, waste, water, ecological 
and social systems, the studio explored 
propositions for the design of resilient 
high-density urban environments in a 
zero-carbon world.

Addressing sustainable issues at the 
urban scale involved understanding 
the Victoria Harbour precinct in the 
context of the topographical features of 
its surroundings. As a peninsula of land 
close to the confluence of the Yarra and 
Maribyrnong Rivers and a short distance 
upstream from Port Phillip Bay, Victoria 
Harbour is highly susceptible to the 
effects of future rises in the sea level 
caused by climate change. The Resilient 
Floating Community design research 
team addressed these issues through the 
design of resilient floating units situated 
at the water’s edge that would protect 
the human residents from the effects of 
storm surges and create structures in 
which ecologies of flora, fauna and sea 
life would thrive.
 
In a similar way, the Bioland team 
explored biodiversity within the precinct 
through the creation of a local seed bank 
and a program of selective planting within 
the area’s parks and median strips. This 
scheme also proposed the installation of 
planter boxes on the balconies of Victoria 
Harbour’s high-rise apartments. The 
creation of multiple green layers and the 
promotion of the public’s knowledge and 
appreciation of the beneficial qualities of 
complementary plant and tree species 
sought to transform the nature of the 
precinct. Establishing such an urban 
forest would regulate temperature, 
provide shelter from the wind and attract 
diverse bird species to the area.
 
The Food Delta team extended the urban 
community's connection with the natural 
world by encouraging the growing of 
vegetables through the development of a 
planter box system. Such a system would 
allow for pop-up community gardens to 
be situated throughout the suburb, in 
both public spaces and within private 
high-rise developments. 



Images from Bioland by 
Xin Wu, Ye Liu, 
Yicheng Jiang, Changyu Liu, 
Yuting Zhang and Yujie Qi. 

RMIT Master of Landscape 
Architecture and RMIT 
Bachelor of Interior Design. 

The Bioland project 
explored biodiversity 
through the creation of a 
local seed bank, greening 
urban areas and installing 
planter boxes across 
the balconies of Victoria 
Harbour’s high-rise 
apartments. 

Bioland



Food Delta by 
Gordon Jie Xi Goh, Ni An, 
Po-Hsuan Kuo, 
Jiarong Huang, Jie Cheng 
and Qingyun Zhai. 

RMIT Master of Landscape 
Architecture and RMIT 
Bachelor of Interior Design. 

The Food Delta project  
integrates pop-up 
community gardens, food 
markets and a food supply 
exchange system into a 
smartphone application, 
aiming to encourage 
community engagement 
with the natural 
environment. 

Food Delta



Sustainable Resilient Systems

The pop-up garden network would be 
enhanced by a local food market and a 
food supply and exchange system driven 
by a smartphone application. This would 
allow subscribers to find the community 
gardens, meet their participants, buy or 
barter food and share knowledge and 
information.
 
The use of social media to effect 
widespread social change and the 
appreciation of the need to alter people’s 
attitudes towards sustainable lifestyles 
drove the intentions of the Habitat 
Interface team. Seeking to influence 
behavioural change by promoting an 
understanding of how a lifestyle that 
generates excessive waste impacts the 
environment, the project addressed 
the individual experiences of different 
social groups within Victoria Harbour 
(workers, residents, children and visitors). 
It developed strategies for an awareness 
campaign, a reward system and a 
network of sustainability kiosks that 
provided people with the opportunity to 
change their daily habits. By affording 
information about sustainable practices 
and convenience in the use of containers 
and packaging, the design provided users 
with the opportunity to take stewardship 
for their own waste outputs.
 
The fine-grain details of sustainable 
practices were explored in depth in 
One Cup at a Time, an RMIT Master 
of Design Innovation and Technology 
studio run by Dianne McGrath and 
Illiyanna Ibrahim. The studio focussed 
on the sustainability issues surrounding 
Melbourne’s ubiquitous coffee culture, 
developing solutions for responsible 
approaches towards coffee cups, 
packaging, food sources and food waste.
 

The design research team immersed 
themselves in Melbourne’s café and food 
scene, interviewing café owners and 
understanding the material flows involved 
in the daily running of food service 
enterprises. They came to terms with 
the intricacies of developing life-cycle 
assessments on manufactured materials, 
objects and products.
 
As part of the research, The Exchange 
hosted lectures from organisations 
such as Reground, who recycle coffee 
grounds into composting material, and 
OzHarvest, who collect quality surplus 
food and distribute it to people in need. 
After researching the multifaceted nature 
of a sustainable café system and related 
human behaviour, the team developed 
systems-based design solutions to 
the complex challenge of developing 
concepts for sustainable cafés within the 
Victoria Harbour precinct.
 
The design proposal for Part Time Café 
is a good example of the output of the 
studio. The intention was to design a 
café that eliminates the use of disposable 
cups in the café operation system. In 
a survey of coffee drinkers in Victoria 
Harbour, the design team discovered that 
while many consumers are conscious 
about sustainability, they tended not to 
drink out of reusable coffee cups, as they 
found it inconvenient to bring and wash 
their cups on a regular basis. In response 
to this, the team developed a cup design 
and circulation system. The cups in this 
scenario were made from rice husk. 
Rice husk cups have great insulation 
properties, are light-weight, have high 
material strength and are dishwasher 
safe. They can be reused up to 500 
times and are then fully biodegradable. 
The design also included a series of 
clearly designated cup collection stations 
situated within 600 meters of the café. 

Habitat Interface by 
Daryl Wong, Shiyue Chang, 
Hao He, Jiada Jin, 
Beatriz Chamsay, 
Catherine Ward and Siyi He.

RMIT Master of Landscape 
Architecture and RMIT 
Bachelor of Interior Design. 

The Habitat Interface 
project proposes a 
behaviour-change system 
that educates social groups 
within Victoria Harbour to 
reduce waste and adopt 
sustainably-focussed habits. 
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Part Time Café by 
Chien-Jui Huang,  
Yi Yueng, Ina Lim  
and Yunxiao Hu. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology. 

The Part Time Café  
project designed a café 
to eliminate the use of 
disposable cups in the  
café operation system.

Sustainable Resilient Systems

A barcode scanning device built into 
the system would recognise customers 
who return their cups to the collection 
stations and assign credits towards 
their next coffee. The final aspect of 
the design was that of the café, which 
made a feature of the cup collection 
and washing facilities, reinforcing the 
sustainable philosophies of the café 
within its interior design.
 
In Jason Ng Chi Kai's Umi project, issues 
of sustainability were explored at both 
the behavioural and material scale. 
The project examined contemporary 
consumerism and the current throw-
away-society where the majority of 
plastic packaging that is produced is 
made to be used once and then disposed 
of. Umi was a proposal for compostable 
organic packaging for sushi retailers, 
aimed to address the issue of single-use 
plastic waste in the ocean. Made from 
algae, a fully biodegradable material, 
the packaging is designed to be both 
convenient and environmentally friendly. 
Because it is a fully organic material, it 
is compostable and is integrated with 

Part Time Café

City of Melbourne's Waste & Resource 
Strategy 2030 and the ‘FOGO’ system 
that collects food organics and garden 
organics in a single bin. Due to the natural 
property of algae, the packaging acts as 
compost activator once disposed of in 
the organic waste bin, speeding up the 
breakdown of waste into fertilizers.
 
The projects enacted by the design 
researchers at The Exchange around 
the themes of sustainability and 
resilience highlighted the need for a 
renewed approach to design thinking in 
which ecological, social and economic 
sustainability must be simultaneously 
addressed. Such an approach to the 
shaping of the fabric and operation 
of the urban environment requires 
coordinated efforts by governments, 
councils, developers, builders, designers, 
businesses and residents. In formulating 
complex sustainable and resilient 
systems, each partner needs to recognise 
their role and responsibility and actively 
participate in the realisation of a common 
good.
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Umi by Jason Ng Chi Kai. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology. 

Umi is a range of 
compostable organic 
packaging designed 
in response to the 
environmental threat 
presented by single-use 
plastics.

Umi - Compostable Organic Packaging



RMIT Master of Landscape 
Architecture student 
engaging with a visitor 
during the Phase Change 
2.0 exhibition opening. 

Photo by Madison Blair.

In formulating complex sustainable systems, 
every member of the community needs to 
recognise their role and responsibility and 
actively participate in the realisation of a 
common good.



Resilient Floating 
Community by 
Tianli Duan, Luyu Zhang, 
Li Liu, Hongtao Li and 
Keqian Niu. 

RMIT Master of Landscape 
Architecture and RMIT 
Bachelor of Interior Design.

Image by Tianli Duan.
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If a place is a site or location in general terms, it is also a very particular 
gathering of things knotted together in unrepeatable and unique 
configurations. It is both an abstract way of locating and understanding 
ourselves in the world, and the distinctive and specific qualities 
understood through our senses, imaginations, individual knowledges 
and shared experiences over time. Place is also a subtle and complex 
set of relations between people and things in particular times, working 
on us in the moments when we dwell or move in it as well as lodging 
in our memories, becoming part of who we are. This is reflected in 
geographer Doreen Massey’s description of it as ‘constantly waiting to 
be determined (and therefore undetermined) by the construction of 
new relations. It is always being made and always, therefore, in a sense, 
unfinished’.
 
This sense of something ongoing, without a predetermined outcome or 
destination, was a starting point for how we approached our activities 
at The Exchange. Thinking of place as open and dynamic, rather than 
fixed or finished, allowed us to both know and imagine the site in new 
ways. The project quickly moved from a general, conceptual starting 
point, however, to a tangible outcome of particular relationships and 
configurations of site, personnel, resources and institutions. Crucial 
to this was its emplacement in Victoria Harbour, a location which 
has allowed us a nuanced understanding of the Docklands, its social 
rhythms, landscape and infrastructure and the organisational structures 
that affect it.
 
Although the Knowledge Market space had been occupied by an 
organisation running workshops and classes before we moved in, our 
brief from Lendlease was to ‘activate’ the site by engaging the local 
community and attracting more people to it on a regular basis. This 
meant building a deep knowledge of the area from the very beginning 
of the project. Getting to know Victoria Harbour meant understanding 
not only its streets and buildings but also the rhythms of people moving 
in and out of the precinct, the mix of workers, residents and visitors, its 
maritime heritage, and its long Aboriginal pre-colonial history, amongst 
many other things.
 
This process occurred in different ways. For example, working from our 
studio and office space meant we came to understand (and prepare 
for) the seasonal differences of temperature and precipitation. 

Place

Our sensory and bodily perceptions as we walked from the train 
station, tram stop or car park, or cycled into the precinct, became 
powerful not only for our own understandings but helped us connect 
to the experiences of others. The weather, which felt consistently 
windier, cooler and more changeable than other parts of the city, was a 
constant topic of conversation. In this sense, we got to know Victoria 
Harbour intimately through our skin, feet, hair, eyes and posture, 
bending to accommodate the strong breeze, or quickening our steps to 
beat the anticipated rain.
 
We also encouraged our students to get to know the site through their 
bodies, as they responded to specific studio briefs. We asked them 
to walk and look carefully, to take advantage of being embedded in 
the place they were designing into and for, to imagine and visualise 
from a perspective inside the precinct. As presented throughout this 
book, these projects were incredibly diverse. Students investigated 
everything from wind direction and speed, to food waste production 
and disposal, to tidal patterns, to the rhythms and patterns of 
movement in some of Victoria Harbour’s most prominent buildings. 
These were underpinned by their own research activities in the site, as 
they met and worked in The Exchange at Knowledge Market space.
 
Our own ethnographic research investigated how other people felt in 
and about the site, how they used and moved around it, what they 
valued and what they might change. Conducted in the early months of 
the larger project, this work helped to inform subsequent studios and 
introduced students to the importance of observing and talking with 
people about their experiences as foundational to design practice. This 
research approach meant meeting with residents, workers and visitors 
to Victoria Harbour, and talking with them about their experiences 
here, material which then comprised a detailed research report for 
Lendlease. Each of these encounters built our knowledge of the place, 
which we were able to test and refine in subsequent interviews and 
across multiple projects—and in this way, our collective understanding 
emerged from the specific circumstances of many different 
conversations, measurements, interviews, photographs, sensations and 
experiences over a prolonged period.
 
As this knowledge built, so did our ambitions for the project. Through 
the Knowledge Market shopfront, we were able to connect to locals 
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as they encountered the space and talked to us about it, and it also 
acted as a hub for student design studios, public events and gallery 
installations. Our tenure there was highly visible and branded with a 
distinctive visual identity. Our use of it for a range of activities, including 
regularly drawing dozens of students during the teaching semesters, 
helped to change the space and its surroundings almost immediately, 
activating it anew with every semester and project. The Inner Worlds 
studio saw students disperse into eight different buildings, get to know 
their inhabitants, materials and histories, and represent these as public 
artworks for installation on building site hoardings. In the final quarter of 
the project, we expanded into other shopfronts across Bourke Street 
and mounted a fashion installation as part of Melbourne Fashion Week 
that drew its inspiration from the conditions of the site.
 
In this sense, in our embeddedness in The Exchange at Knowledge 
Market, we intervened in but also contributed to Victoria Harbour, 
adding something to it that subtly changed not only how people 
thought about and made use of it, but what possibilities could emerge 
in the future. We treated the precinct as composed of moments 
of encounter, negotiation, and separation, a tangling together and 
decoupling of different elements. This orientation meant that we 
remained open to future possibilities, a stance that pushed back against 
the finality of master-plans or maps which can appear to freeze places 
into fixed configurations and formalise ways of relating to each other 
and to our surroundings. Instead, we asked people to attune to and 
think about Victoria Harbour in new ways, as we ourselves had done. 
We also taught, researched, met, talked and designed here in a mix of 
disciplinary and institutional elements that similarly contributed to its 
ongoing character.
 
The Exchange allowed us to work in and through Victoria Harbour in 
ways that reached far beyond what we might learn by studying a map 
or visiting a site a handful of times. Emplaced teaching and research 
made it possible for us to come to understand it by dwelling, reflecting 
on and even feeling it in ways that supported design work that really 
responded to the specificities of the location. At the same time, we 
thought with the site to speculate on the best ways to meet the 
challenges faced by cities around the world.

Bicycles parked outside the 
nearby Library at The Dock.

Photo by Shanti Sumartojo.

Place

Massey, D (2005) for space. London: Sage, p. 107.
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Our sensory and bodily perceptions as  
we walked from the train station, tram stop  
or car park, or cycled into the precinct, 
became powerful not only for our own 
understandings, but also in connecting to the 
experiences of others. 

Young Victoria Harbour 
resident getting ready for 
wet weather. 

Photo by Joanne Mihelcic. 



View of Docklands from 
inside the Victoria Harbour 
boat sheds. Photographed 
as part of the Home Truths 
portrait exhibition. 

Photo by 
Nicholas Walton-Healey.



DIGITAL 
INFRASTRUCTURES

As the technologies that afford human 
interaction evolve and a new generation 
of artists and designers embrace 
electronics and coding as a poetic 
artform, our personal interactions with 
public space are being transformed.  

It has taken a little over a decade 
for digital communication devices to 
radically alter the way we engage with 
each other. With the invention of the 
smartphone, search engines and social 
media, our lives have become intricately 
entwined as interaction and information 
is now only a click away. The revolution 
in personal electronic communication 
devices has developed hand in hand 
with the construction of a vast digital 
infrastructure that simultaneously  
drives and services our need for 
instantaneous feedback.
 
In the urban realm, the concept of 
the ‘smart city’ employs electronic 
data collection sensors to supply the 
information used to regulate the urban 
environment and to efficiently manage 
assets and resources. In their public 
lecture at The Exchange, Bonnie Shaw 
and Jordi McInerney from the City of 
Melbourne's Smart City Office asked, 
‘How can we adapt our city to its citizens 
while our citizens adapt to a rapidly 
changing city?’ To answer this, the Smart 
City Office is currently prototyping digital 
infrastructure projects to learn about how 
the city is used. Through the integration 
of sensor networks in the city's buildings, 
streets and parks they are working to 
enable a data culture which foresees  
and understands disruptive change, 
facilitates knowledge sharing and 
connects people, place and technology 
for the benefit of all.

The digital technology revolution is 
empowering cities around the world to 
build digital infrastructures to ‘sensorise’ 
the urban landscape. The data being 
collected constitutes quantitatively 
measured aspects of the city such as 
pedestrian count, air quality, climatic 
conditions, light and sound levels. 
Historical datasets are also being 
published and made available for the 
public. However, most projects that 
leverage these datasets remain in  
the realm of digital services, and 
present interpretations of data in the 
form of screen-based visualisations  
and interactions.
 
In the creative arts, a different 
revolution is taking place, one in 
which the data collected is being 
used to produce responsive urban 
environments. These spaces which 
translate cold data into entrancing plays 
of light, sound, form and movement. 
In this emerging area of art and design 
practice, new creative applications into 
the ways that we can engage with data 
are being developed. This involves the 
design of interactive interfaces that  
can enhance the role of data in the 
public realm.
 
Bruce Ramus, in his public lecture 
at The Exchange, How the weather 
feels, related the thought processes 
behind Light House: 888 Collins Street. 
Commissioned by Lendlease in 2016, the 
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installation features towering lines of LED 
lights, fitted seamlessly into the structure 
of the building, that cleverly sync to 
create a luminous façade, responding 
to rainfall, cloud cover, wind speed and 
temperature. Bruce sees the work not 
just as a spectacle, but as an inviting 
experience that uses light to connect 
people with their environment. He views 
the integration of light and sensing 
systems as a new urban art form, offering 
an integrated canvas that reflects the 
environment, invokes public engagement 
and progresses the development of a 
visually articulate civic voice.
 
In the Sensor[ed] studio held at The 
Exchange, Chuan Khoo and Charles 
Anderson invited a team of RMIT 
Masters students from Landscape 
Architecture, and Design Innovation and 
Technology to investigate alternative, 
creative applications to the ways that we 
may interact with data in tangible ways. 
The studio asked how we might benefit 
from visceral, accessible interactions 
with data and how digital data traces 
might be activated and contextualised 
into meaningful, urban narratives for 
the city and its inhabitants. The projects 
developed by the design research teams 
responded to data generated by weather 
conditions, electricity use, water storage 
levels, pedestrian flow and the local 
population’s emotional mood (gathered 
from data garnered from Twitter).
 
The representation of abstract data 
as meaningful physical experience was 
investigated in depth in the Power 
Walk project. The project sought to 
communicate our personal connection 
and contribution to global warming, 
through translating the energy usage 
of localities into a spatial experience. 
The project was realised in the form of 
a tactile pathway surface, which makes 
up segments of a larger ‘walk’ through 
Melbourne city, starting at Docklands and 
ending outside Parliament. 

The walk explored energy usage 
throughout the city. In the design, a 
tactile surface moves underfoot in an 
undulating motion, the speed of which 
is determined by the data from power 
usage of the city block in which it is 
situated. Low energy use results in a slow 
undulation, and high energy use causes 
rapid undulation.
 
The undulating motion reflects both the 
physics of electricity and the movement 
of breath. The shifting of the path is 
coded to follow a mathematical sequence 
that mimics breathing. The speed of the 
surface mimics the hypothetical speed 
of the city's breath, though instead of 
consuming oxygen, the city consumes 
electricity and releases carbon dioxide. 
The surface has an almost punitive 
function whereby in blocks where 
energy use is high, the surface becomes 
more difficult to traverse due to more 
rapid undulation. As it becomes more 
uncomfortable to traverse space it is 
hoped that people would reflect on 
the cause and find a warning for future 
discomfort in the form of climate change.
 
While the Sensor[ed] studio projects 
sought to express the large-scale forces 
that flow through the urban environment 
as tangible physical outputs, in the 
Personal Ecologies studio Chuan Khoo 
and Tal Mor Sinay asked, ‘How do we 
belong to a place and how might these 
emotional connections be enabled 
through digital data narratives?’. 
Focussing on the Victoria Harbour 
precinct as the site of inquiry, the studio 
explored the many facets of life and 
activity in the area, mapping out plausible 
augmentations of personal and social 
interactions.
 
The projects generated from these 
investigations became reflective 
prototypes that brought to the surface 
plausible, new relationships with 
technology and the role it may play in the 

The Exchange team with 
Bruce Ramus, admiring 
Light House: 888 Collins 
Street.

Photo by Natasha Sutila. 
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Left: Blooming Zone by 
Kenny Chuong, ZiYi Li, 
Vikram Thampy, 
Ming Yu Sun and Jil Ee Tan. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology 
and RMIT Master of 
Landscape Architecture. 

An interactive public 
artwork designed  to 
activate space and 
influence pedestrian flow. 

Image by Vikram Thampy. 

Above: Listen Water 
by Li Zhou, Hui Ren and 
Yueying Zhang.

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology 
and RMIT Master of 
Landscape Architecture. 

A proposal for a playful 
interactive landscape,
using data from water 
storage levels to increase 
awareness of water 
shortages in Melbourne.

Right: Powerwalk by 
Yuqi Shen, Bonnie Lester 
and Ni Cheng.

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology 
and RMIT Master of 
Landscape Architecture. 

An urban installation aiming 
to translate the effects of 
global warming into
an immediate and physical 
experience.

Below: Piers on the Land 
by Lian Huang, Yingying Li, 
Siyuan Chen and Lu Lin. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology 
and RMIT Master of 
Landscape Architecture. 

Responsive urban furniture 
designed for the Docklands 
environment.



Digital Infrastructures

fostering of a community. The Voyage 
project sought to revive the history of 
Docklands the story of Alma Doepel, 
the last surviving sailboat in Melbourne, 
which is undergoing extensive restoration 
at the end of Collins Wharf. Through the 
implementation of an interactive sound 
system, integrated into a specifically 
designed headpiece, audio recordings 
of the Alma Doepel’s role in the history 
of sailing are triggered at certain places 
along the wharf.
 
In De-tale, an audio story-sharing app 
invited people to record and upload their 
stories about Victoria Harbour. Through 
the app, these stories can be relived by 
visitors to the area, as specific stories are 
suggested to the users when they are in 
different locations. Over time the stories 
of the suburb and its places are layered 
on each other, enriching the culture and 
identity of place and serving as a base 
to inspire others to undertake their own 
journey.  

Focussing on the community garden 
located in Victoria Green, the SEED 
project involved the development of 
a device that monitors the needs of 
plants. This interaction is afforded 
through the placing of a sensing device 
that monitors temperature, sunlight and 
moisture level of the soil in the garden 
bed. This information is relayed back 
to a device that is kept by the plant’s 
grower. The feedback comes in a form 
of telepresence in which pulsing coloured 
lights mimic the ‘heartbeat’ of the plants. 
The colour and speed of the flashing 
lights provide the owner with a guide 
to the condition of the plants in their 
environment.
 
In the Playmorph project, the interaction 
of children and parents playing within 

the parks and gardens of the area 
was recognised as a vital catalyst in 
the creation of connections within 
the community. Through a series 
of playground installations and a 
smartphone app, Victoria Harbour was 
represented as an alternate land of 
treasure in which a child can travel to 
discover and collect jewels. Each site 
has a playscape where children can form 
different play objects. Parents become 
involved in the child’s play by using 
their smartphones as a tracking device 
to locate new playscapes and game 
challenges. The app also encourages 
people nearby to engage in competition 
with players in other playscapes. The 
players can share their play experience in 
the community and interact with other 
players in the virtual space. Ultimately 
Playmorph is seen as a network that 
connects people in the community 
through joyful play interaction in both 
physical and virtual space.          
 
In these projects, an intimate relationship 
with one’s surroundings and with 
each other was enabled through 
the supportive framework of digital 
technology. The use of data in reference 
to a specific locality and the animation of 
the physical environment as a reflective 
response to this data promises a new 
kind of community sharing. While the 
channelling of data streams gathered 
from the global network of information, 
and the capturing of the flows and 
fluxes of human endeavour within the 
metropolis, provides a rich source of 
content for the artist and designer to 
make expressive works within public 
space, it is the potential of information 
technology to foster the small personal 
moments between friends and families 
that holds the greatest resonance.
 

SEED by Jason Ng Chi Kai, 
Illiyanna Ibrahim and 
Jung-Ying Yi. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology. 

A device that monitors 
the needs of  community 
garden plants through 
sensors that measure  
temperature, sunlight and 
moisture levels. 
Feedback to the grower 
is enabled through 
telepresence. 

Personal Ecologies



Thinking of place as open and dynamic, rather 
than fixed or finished, allowed us to both know 
and imagine the site in new ways. 

Playmorph by 
Awnili Shabnam.

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology. 

A network of playscapes 
that connect community 
through joyful play 
interaction in both physical 
and virtual space.  



Lumifonia by Leixin Du. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology. 

Lumifonia is an interactive 
light installation designed to 
improve the psychological 
and physiological well-being 
of pedestrians walking 
through Docklands Park.
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While The Exchange was a collaboration between academia and 
industry, it also drew together different ways to do research. This 
is interdisciplinarity—or a combination of different scholarly and 
creative approaches to thinking about shared questions—related at 
The Exchange to built form, communities, cities and their futures. 
The Exchange team all had different disciplinary backgrounds and 
professional experiences that allowed them to consider questions 
of spatiality and modes of interaction in it, but from very different 
perspectives. It was an important aspect of The Exchange and yielded 
results that could not have been reached by a group who shared the 
same scholarly orientation.
 
We recognised that an interdisciplinary approach to urban spatial 
design is most effective when it is embedded in the first stages of brief 
development and project ideation. Under these circumstances, our 
interdisciplinary teams of students were encouraged to bring together 
unique perspectives to issues that called for a design response. They 
mapped the terrain of potential solutions, free from having a fixed 
outcome in mind. In this design methodology, a broad understanding 
of the forces that shape a particular urban condition were recognised, 
researched and contextualised in relation to site and use.
 
As we were working at an urban scale, we considered legislative, 
regulatory and urban planning overlays of state and local councils as a 
backdrop from which opportunities for innovative thinking could evolve. 
External partners were also important—a balance of the intersecting 
visions of Development Victoria, the City of Melbourne, Lendlease and 
corporate stakeholders such as ANZ were an essential starting point 
for design briefs. As we approached design from a human-centred 
vantage point, ethnographic engagement with community also helped 
us develop a considered and detailed approach to urban space and the 
activities within it.
 
Placing human interaction and engagement at the centre of our design 
activities allowed the perspectives of different disciplinary backgrounds 
to be employed in an expansive way. As researchers and students came 
from spatial, object-based and system oriented disciplines, they were 
encouraged to identify where and how the knowledge of their specific 
practice could contribute to each studio question or task. 

Interdisciplinarity

In doing this, new and hybrid forms of design emerged from the 
interdisciplinary teams, as proposals offered complex integrated 
solutions which worked simultaneously on a number of levels.
  
An important aspect of this related to the question of scale. At The 
Exchange, student design projects engaged with the scalelessness of 
the virtual world of the internet and the complex simultaneous scales 
of the material world, considering everything from global environmental 
and economic flows, to regional and local ecological systems that 
governed the precinct, to street furniture for public amenity, to 
fashion pieces. Others developed communications systems that linked 
residents with the growing environment of the precinct or grappled 
with how to manage waste products or local food production in a 
Docklands-wide interactive systems. In these examples, landscape 
architecture, interior design, industrial design and fashion and textiles— 
each a design discipline with a unique approach to common questions 
of sustainability, resilience, sociality and spatial design—responded to 
the same environment in very different ways. Moreover, each project 
focussed on a question based on background research that often 
included interviewing or observing people in Victoria Harbour.
 
Crucially, students and researchers were also able to see and learn 
from each other’s work, and in many cases work together in teams 
on real world outcomes, such as the Inner Worlds studio that saw 
students design artworks for public space based on their observations 
and understandings of the interiors of several major buildings. As with 
many of the examples presented throughout this book, Inner Worlds 
both required and granted not only a deep understanding of fine-grain 
elements of Victoria Harbour but also of the range of perspectives 
that are required to grapple with the questions posed by our shared 
urban futures. Thus, the interdisciplinary approach extended from 
the research leaders to our students, to the wider scholarly and 
professional community who constituted the project with us. This not 
only provided a fertile environment for considered design propositions 
but a rich learning environment for everyone involved.
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The Inner Worlds public 
artwork exhibition. Installed 
on the construction 
hoardings of the ANZ 
tower, 839 Collins Street. 

Photo by Tobias Titz.



We dove deep into the precinct by 
investigating it through a combination of 
practice-led design and social science 
research techniques. 

883 - 889 Collins Street by 
Regina Ong, Ellyn Hunt and 
Chen Song.
 
RMIT Bachelor of Interior 
Design and RMIT Master of 
Landscape Architecture.

Part of the Inner Worlds 
public artwork exhibition.

Following page:
Library at The Dock by 
Rose Willis, Dubing Wang 
and Jade Chen. 

RMIT Bachelor of Interior 
Design and RMIT Master of 
Landscape Architecture.

Part of the Inner Worlds 
public artwork exhibition.





URBAN 
SPATIAL 
DYNAMICS

The design of public spaces that 
promote a sense of belonging and which 
are conducive to a variety of cultural 
interactions and modes of exchange 
needs to be a vital component in the 
shaping of new urban precincts.  

Victoria Harbour is characterised by its 
distinctive architecture which houses 
corporate headquarters and high-rise 
apartment complexes. These forms of 
contemporary architecture are defined 
by the creation of complete privatised 
interior environments that provide a 
range of amenities within the building 
itself. Many of the ‘campus-style’ 
corporate headquarters are designed 
around a central internal atrium which 
host common shared and ‘public’ 
spaces, informal break-out areas, 
meeting rooms and a range of cafés 
and food stands that cater for their 
staffs’ every need. High-rise apartments 
offer exclusive access to resident-
only facilities which include swimming 
pools, gyms, spas, libraries, business 
lounges and rooftop garden retreats 
which provide spectacular views while 
maintaining a sense of privacy. This style 
of architecture sets up a clearly defined 
barrier between the activities of the 
occupants within the buildings and their 
engagement with the surrounding street 
life. Such a withdrawal or privatisation 
of public amenity marks a particular 
moment in the conception of the public 
realm in our cities.  
 
To unpack the implication of this 
approach to urban and architectural 
design, the Inner Worlds design studio 
engaged a team of RMIT Bachelor of 
Interior Design and RMIT Master of 
Landscape Architectrue students in an 
intensive design ethnography project  
that delved deeply into the lived 
experiences of the workers and 

residences of Victoria Harbour. 
With the permission of the building 
managers and occupants, teams of 
students were assigned a building 
in which they interacted with the 
rhythms of its daily life and attempted 
to capture the building's character and 
the interactions of its occupants. The 
students spent two weeks observing and 
recording the actions of people in and 
around the spaces and engaging them 
in conversation about the experience of 
living, working in and visiting buildings in 
Victoria Harbour. The buildings included 
ANZ Centre, Lifestyle Working, Aurecon 
Centre, Library at The Dock, and the 
residential towers at 883, 888 and 
889 Collins Street. While there were 
similarities in the architectural and  
interior design principles of each building, 
on investigation each one demonstrated 
a unique constellation of interactions by 
its occupants.
 
At the completion of the ethnographic 
phase, the students were asked to 
develop designs for a site-specific public 
artwork inspired by their engagement 
with the buildings and the lives of the 
people within them. Through the iterative 
process of design, each building group 
developed a methodology for translating 
their findings into an evocative visual 
representation of the building and its 
users. The final artworks expressed 
a portrait of the building’s occupants 
within an abstracted representation 
of the physical characteristics of the 
interior architecture. The artworks 
were reproduced on the hoardings 
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surrounding the new ANZ building at 839 
Collins Street, presenting back to the 
community a glimpse of the lives played 
out within the precinct's edifices. 

At the launch for the artwork, another 
dimension of the buildings was exposed 
as the architects, interior designers and 
commissioning clients of these buildings 
were invited to a public symposium, 
where they shared their vision of the 
buildings and discussed the design 
processes undertaken to create these 
iconic spaces.
 
One of the first buildings to be 
constructed at Victoria Harbour was the 
ANZ Centre on Collins Street. Bronwyn 
Pratt from HASSEL Studio, the designers 
of the building, noted that when it was 
being built there was nothing else at 
Victoria Harbour, not even a tram route. 
This made it imperative for the architects 
to provide the services and infrastructure 
for a completely self-sufficient 
community within the building, which 
included both workspaces and amenities 
such as food outlets, spas and gyms. 
The resulting design was conceived 
as an interior village which engaged 
in the principles of permeability and 
transparency and the creation of terraced 
platforms and social hubs organised 
around an enormous central atrium 
space. In response to these architectural 
gestures, the students' interpretation of 
the space was focussed on the constant 
flow of workers and visitors who moved 
through the central lobby at all hours of 
the day. As a result, the central space 
hummed with fragments of conversation 
projected into the void of the atrium  
as people flowed in and around this 
interior city.
 
A similar theme of movement was 
recognised by the team documenting 
Lifestyle Working. This freehold strata-
title building, designed by nettletontribe, 

offers the amenity and shared facilities 
of a campus-style headquarter. Its 
positioning in Victoria Harbour makes it 
a vital interior street within the precinct, 
linking the refuge of Victoria Green with 
the activity of Collins Street. 

The students captured the movement 
through the building by digitally 
manipulating images of people walking 
through the space so that they showed 
their paths of travel. The final artwork 
combined views of the layered geometry 
of the architectural façade with the lines 
of movement and personal interactions 
that occur within its interior.
 
At the Inner Worlds forum, architect 
Kerry Clare described Lendlease’s 
partnership with Melbourne City Council 
in the development of the Library at The 
Dock as an act of ‘great civic generosity’, 
in which prime Melbourne real estate in a 
prominent waterside location was given 
over to the public domain. Constructed 
from Cross Laminated Timber (CLT) 
and featuring natural ventilation, the 
library was awarded the nation’s first 
6 Star Green Star rating for a public 
building. The library now plays host to 
over 800 visitors a day and acts as a 
vibrant community centre. The students' 
artwork paid homage to the library's 
green credentials and its siting but also 
appreciated it as the central community 
hub of the district. They presented it 
as a place of refuge where people can 
connect with like-minded individuals or 
be absorbed within their own private 
universe of thought.
 
Beyond the corporate and public spaces 
at the city end of the precinct, residential 
towers make up most of the buildings at 
the waterside edge. These towers, their 
design and the way they are occupied, 
represent a model of urban development 
that has yet to be fully resolved. A 
sense of community and ownership has 

Jeff Robinson, Aurecon 
Global Sustainable Buildings 
Leader presenting at the 
Inner Worlds forum. 

Photo by Tobias Titz.

Inner Worlds

Library at The Dock 
interior, taken during 
student exploration and 
ethnographic research  
of Victoria Harbor’s  
interior spaces. 

RMIT Bachelor of Interior 
Design and RMIT Master of 
Landscape Architecture.

Photo by Rose Willis.
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Observations of movement 
throughout the Lifestyle 
Working building in Victoria 
Harbour. 

RMIT Bachelor of Interior 
Design and RMIT Master of 
Landscape Architecture.

Images by Patricia Valerie.

Inner Worlds

been difficult to establish within these 
buildings as only a fraction of the tenants 
are owner-occupiers. Many of the 
apartments are owned by international 
investors and rented out to students. 
Over a quarter of the apartments are 
as short-term stay, Airbnb-style holiday 
locations. These conditions lead to a 
detached sense of belonging by the 
building’s occupants. The students 
conducting ethnographic studies in 883 
and 889 Collins Street initially found 
it difficult to connect directly with the 
residents as they seemed to value 
their privacy and resisted attempts to 
engage them in conversation. This lack 
of interaction seemed to extend to the 
residents' relationships with each other 
as there seemed to be little engagement 
between people within the shared 
communal areas.
 
However, while at first sight, the 
buildings seemed to be lacking in activity, 
over time they revealed themselves 
to be busy with people living, working, 
holidaying and going about their daily 
routines. Through interviews with the 
residents and staff, an understanding 
of the inner workings of the apartment 
complexes was developed, as well as the 
great sense of value for the beauty and 
convenience of the building’s facilities. 
Through these observations, the 
students were able to see the tapestry  
of the residents' everyday lives and  
gain insight into the routines and rituals 
that were being enacted beyond the 
external façade.
 
In the artwork, the students addressed 
these observations by collaging elements 
of the public spaces of the building into 
a singular flowing space. This space 
depicted the features of a luxury home 
layered with the systems and services 
of modern amenity, populated by a cast 
of characters. These occupants interact 
with the space with the relaxed familiarity 

of a long-term resident or the tentative 
exploration and sense of discovery of 
the first time visitor. The artwork sought 
to refer to the idea of home and the 
attachments and expectations we bring 
to dwelling in the contemporary city.
The Inner Worlds project exposed an 
important quality of Victoria Harbour's 
buildings and people’s interactions 
in and around them. The precinct 
is characterised by two different 
populations. On one hand, workers flow 
in and out the area on a 8 to 6 Monday 
to Friday basis, activating the street 
level cafés and shops that service this 
transitory population. While on the other 
hand, residents inhabit a quiet suburb as 
the retail outlets that service the worker 
population are less busy in the evening 
and on weekends. To the visitor, at these 
times, the area can seem desolate and 
unoccupied, as residents and short-
stay renters live out their private lives 
in apartments overlooking Melbourne’s 
skyline high above the empty streets.
 
The engagement with the ground plane 
of the precinct and the conception of 
spaces that both corporate workers 
and residents could access in different 
ways at different times of the day and 
throughout the year, became the focus 
of the next design studio related to this 
research. In the Only Constant is Change 
studio, Ross McLeod and Mehrnoush 
Latifi led a group of RMIT Master of 
Design Innovation and Technology 
students in the design of a linking space 
between the ANZ Centre building and 
the new ANZ tower.
 
The site between the two buildings 
represented a complex intersection 
of urban, architectural, spatial, social 
and cultural dynamics. To this end, the 
students investigated the design solution 
in a holistic way. Seeking to integrate 
environmental, spatial, programmatic 
and wayfaring aspects of the design into 
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As a team seeking to understand the world, 
we recognised our object of inquiry, the future 
of an urban precinct, as dynamic, slippery and 
always changing.

Lifestyle Working by 
Patricia Valerie, Stephanie 
Vernali and Rachel Kratzat. 

RMIT Bachelor of Interior 
Design and RMIT Master of 
Landscape Architecture.

Part of the Inner Worlds 
public artwork exhibition.

Following page:
ANZ Global Headquarters 
artwork by Eleanor Wong, 
Filomina Carneli and 
Millie Wilson.

RMIT Bachelor of Interior 
Design and RMIT Master of 
Landscape Architecture.

Part of the Inner Worlds 
public artwork exhibition.





Urban Spatial Dynamics

the one proposal, each student group 
shaped a unique design brief, developing 
a vision for the space which could create 
a physical, aesthetic and symbolic link 
between the two buildings.

The brief called for design schemes that 
could offer protection from the elements 
all year round, create a connected 
campus feeling across the site, provide 
a welcoming environment to visitors 
of the space and be programmed to 
host a myriad of events during the year. 
In conjunction with envisioning the 
functional and programmatic aspects of 
the project, the students developed a 
physical and structural language toward 
their design that was both logical and 
evocative in nature. The goal was to 
create the building blocks of a system 
that could be used in a flexible way. This 
was an approach to design that could be 
altered and modified to adapt to different 
conditions of the site and the needs of its 
users. Ultimately the studio foregrounded 
approaches to design which were 
human-centred, social and directly 
related to the community’s interaction 
with public space.
 

Addressing corporate and public needs 
required an informed perspective. As 
the project developed it became clear 
that the site was ‘contested ground’ 
as many different parties held a vested 
interest in how it should be developed. 
Against the political and legal struggles 
that gripped the development of the 
site, the students were free to act with 
neutral impartiality. Their design project 
proposals could act as a talking point 
around the potentials of the site. To 
this end, the final presentation hosted 
representatives from Melbourne City 
Council, Lendlease and ANZ who could 
come together and freely express their 
opinions about the students' work and 
the site in general. In this forum, the 
differing views of all stakeholders could 
be shared and discussed through the 
critique and commentary of the students' 
designs. In this way, the design research 
project became both a diplomatic tool 
and a conduit for ongoing discussion 
about the urban realm.

 

Fusion by Aya Albarqi, 
Chao Feng, Minghui Guo 
and Muying Li. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology. 

Image by Aya Albarqi. 

The Only Constant is Change

Flow by Tai Yi Ling, 
Siyuan Chen, 
Prachi Prakash Pamoor 
and Hannah Li. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology. 
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The Only Constant is Change 

Mistral by 
Sharwari Khilare, 
Akshal Kumar, Jiahui Shi 
and Dinuki Gamage. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology. 

Swanch by Kunal Hura, 
Ka Yan Lau, Hongyu Sun 
and Javier de Urquijo. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology. 

Transpired by 
Sakshi Bagaddeo, 
Sarath Vellancheri Muthiyal, 
Minglu Zhang and 
Elaine Regina. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology.  



Transpired by 
Sakshi Bagaddeo, 
Sarath Vellancheri Muthiyal, 
Minglu Zhang and 
Elaine Regina. 

RMIT Master of Design 
Innovation and Technology.  



        

Design projects considered everything from 
the ecological systems that governed the 
precinct, to street furniture for public amenity, 
to fashion pieces that worked at the scale of 
the individual body.  

Visitors interacting  
with Caroline, urban 
furniture designed for 
Victoria Harbour as part  
of the RMIT Master of 
Design Innovation and 
Technology studio,  
High Resolution Design.  

Photo by Madison Blair. 
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A concern with the future is a central premise of design, as it seeks to 
understand the world, respond to it, and intervene to achieve or help 
move towards particular ends. Indeed the very act of design drawing 
is future orientated as it asks the question ‘what if?’. However, the 
future is never a blank slate—it inherits the decisions and things that 
we have made and which we make now. This means that we have a 
responsibility to think about the future carefully when we do design 
research and consider how what we do now might carry forward. 
This emerged at The Exchange in several ways that came to inform 
everything we did.
 
The first was the importance of working with and into what already 
exists—what could be called the initial conditions. In one sense, this 
meant starting from the materials, layouts and structures of the 
existing built environment, because this is often intended to remain 
for several decades, particularly in a major urban regeneration project 
like Victoria Harbour. Our studios and research projects began with 
the precinct as it was when we were resident there, spring-boarding 
from this to ways of intervening in it, but always taking its current 
form and the way it came to be in that form, as a starting point. This 
adhered to our commitment to a site-specific way of working and an 
understanding of place as being always already in-process, and pulled 
against the tendency to design things that are somehow completely 
context free. Instead, we advocated working with what people did 
and had already, and our knowledge of this was based on our own 
ethnographic and historical research and the substantial knowledges 
held by the people in Victoria Harbour that we were able to invite to 
join us for public talks and studio presentations.
 
Because the existing patterns of use and practices of people were 
an important starting point, each project started with a series of 
questions. How did people move throughout Victoria Harbour? When 
did they come and go, and what routes did they take? Where did 
they congregate on sunny days and how did they most often make 
use of different indoor spaces? Design may alter people’s worlds, but 
successful transformation is often gradual and built on what is already 
familiar. In this sense, any design is taken up and advanced by the 
people who encounter or use it, and it is impossible for even the most 
skilled designer to anticipate everything that might happen when their 
work is realised and released into the world. 
 

Futurity

Garment by Sophia Collett 
on the runway for Urban 
Flâneur: Fashion and the 
City. 

RMIT Bachelor of Fashion 
(Design). 

Photo by Tobias Titz.
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Futurity

Designing into what already exists demands a close attention to the 
minor. The small, often repeated things that people do, the street 
level interactions with the built environment and the fleeting sounds 
or sights that shape our experience, for example, can be difficult to 
attend to in research processes but are absolutely crucial to how we 
make sense of the world and imagine improvements to it. The best 
chances for such improvements are thus made not by seeking to 
completely transform wholesale what people do, but by working with 
what is already commonplace to make sustainable changes. This gives 
designers the best chances for their work to be adopted, made use of 
and valued, and in many cases redesigned and repurposed by people in 
ways that the designer could not have imagined.
 
It follows that what we make now, especially in a tangible, material 
sense, will have to be dealt with in the future, which points towards 
the importance of thinking about disposal or repurposing in all design 
processes. This highlights the ethical responsibility of design. Indeed, 
that we cannot now think about the future without considering the 
sustainability and resilience of the things and processes that we use or 
design now. This element of future-oriented thinking is ubiquitous in all 
thoughtful areas of design, and we were no different at The Exchange. 
Many of our students were highly motivated to address problems of 
sustainability and resilience from the level of the precinct, such as 
waste disposal or large-scale urban food production, to the scale of 
the individual body, such as technology that encouraged and rewarded 
bicycling as a form of transport. As such, they reimagined Victoria 
Harbour as sustainable and resilient not just in its infrastructure, but in 
its identity as a discrete and forward-facing suburb of Melbourne.

The last few months of The Exchange saw us respond to the imagined 
future with a collaboration with the Gowrie Victoria Docklands early 
learning centre. In this exhibit, City of Children, our thinking came full 
circle, engaging with the future inhabitants of our city, but also using 
recycled materials that were discarded by those who live here now. 
We used these materials to speculate about and construct forms and 
layouts from the imaginative worlds of young children, using our studio 
space to let these creations grow, disintegrate, transform and become 
something else entirely. Which was precisely the process that always 
defined our approach at The Exchange.

Jake Nakashima-Edwards’ 
garment on the runway 
as part of Urban Flâneur: 
Fashion and the City.

RMIT Bachelor of Fashion 
(Design).

Photo by Tobias Titz.

160 161



Victoria Harbour-inspired 
garments designed by 
Jake Nakashima-Edwards, 
Vivian Qiu and 
Kiara Floresca (L-R) 
on the runway as part of 
Urban Flâneur: Fashion  
and the City. 

Bachelor of Fashion 
(Design).

Photo by Tobias Titz.



 
.

We have a responsibility to think about the 
future carefully when we do design research 
and consider how what we do now might  
carry forward. 

Models relax backstage 
during Urban Flâneur: 
Fashion and the City. 

Photo by Tobias Titz.

Garment by Arlie Baldan on 
the runway during Urban 
Flâneur: Fashion and the 
City. 

RMIT Bachelor of Fashion 
(Design).

Photo by Tobias Titz.



MEMORY 
AND 
IMAGINATION

From the compass of personal 
experience and the journeys navigated in 
its name, the map of the city is drawn.

The Exchange sought to explore the 
many kinds of relationships that people 
have with the urban environment, 
relationships that form understandings of 
the city from social, environmental, digital 
and spatial standpoints. This undertaking 
generated encounters between 
researchers, lecturers, students and the 
community, in which common values 
were identified and expressed. While 
each phase of the research focussed 
on a different aspect of the nature of 
the city, what lay at the heart of the 
investigation was how people connect 
with their immediate surroundings and 
the affective and qualities afforded by the 
built environment.
 
In new urban precincts such as Victoria 
Harbour, a critical factor in the success 
of the development is how a sense of 
place and community can be manifested. 
This requires a careful integration of 
both commercial and community-
based considerations to ensure that the 
relationship between privately-owned 
and shared public spaces promotes a 
deep connection with place. To achieve 
this, the way that precincts are planned, 
designed, built, marketed, sold and 
managed must be carefully formulated 
so that they create economically, 
environmentally and socially  
sustainable communities.

In considering these issues, we asked 
what makes people connect with 
a city. What is it about Paris, New 
York, London or Tokyo that stirs the 
imagination and suggests a tangible 
and distinctive essence? How does 

the geographic splendour of Sydney’s 
harbour or the cultural density of 
Melbourne’s laneways define the city’s 
character and leave a lasting impression 
on both locals and visitors? Do such 
qualities rely on the accretion of time 
and the palimpsest of lived experience, 
or can they be encouraged in new 
developments through thoughtful 
urban and architectural design and the 
establishment and promotion of an 
ongoing cultural milieu?
 
The final research theme of The 
Exchange, Urban Memory and 
Imagination, provided an opportunity 
to reflect on these questions. Here 
we thought about how the potential 
of the city might be taken forward, 
but also the influence of the past, 
highlighting the complex chronologies 
of urban experience. We considered the 
city through the thoughts, memories, 
feelings, aspirations and concerns of  
its community. 
 
In the Urban Flâneur studio, for example, 
Tarryn Handcock and Tassia Joannides 
from the RMIT School of Fashion and 
Textiles investigated the role of fashion in 
imagining the city. Initially, the designers 
set out to be wayfarers, wandering the 
terrain of the precinct over a series of 
visits, with their discoveries informing 
their designs. Walking the city in this way 
placed them in the company of other 
productive walkers, including writers 
Charles Dickens and Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, and artists such as Richard 
Long and Janet Cardiff. 
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As designer-walkers, they began to  
adopt the persona of a ‘flâneur’. As 
Charles Baudelaire elegantly put it, ‘the 
aim for [the flâneur] is to extract from 
fashion the poetry that resides in its 
historical envelope, to distill the eternal 
from the transitory’.  

Exposed to the elements and feeling the 
boardwalk and the bitumen underfoot, 
walking Victoria Harbour became a way 
to recognise change and the potential 
for change. It revealed itself to be a 
creative act. In the process of walking, 
the students slowed down, watched and 
listened. They smelt the salt coming off 
the water and felt the wind whipping 
through the streets during the winter 
afternoon commuter rush.
 
Students also discovered that by shifting 
their attention from the pattern-making 
table and mannequin to a place and 
its people, they were in a position to 
highlight the diverse cultural makeup of 
Victoria Harbour’s growing population. 
Designs were developed based on 
observations of the melting pot of 
construction workers, lunchtime runners, 
corporate business hives, boat-builders, 
local business owners, and young families 
who visit the library and parkland. Many 
of the final designs were inspired by 
Victoria Harbour’s proximity to the water 
and its unpredictable weather conditions.
 
During the time spent in Victoria Harbour 
by the RMIT Bachelor of Fashion 
(Design) students, the idea of walking 
shifted from being a means of traversing 
between a series of set destinations 
to a way of occupying, inhabiting and 
engaging with a place through fashion 
design. Like flâneurie, fashion is not about 
striving to capture and make eternal. 
Rather, it can enable us to recognise 
the value of change, impermanence and 
flux, and within this, the potential for our 
own temporal actions and emplacement 

to shape a city, a community, and a 
future. To become a flâneur in fashion is 
not about observing from the sidelines. 
Rather, it is a means for discovering 
the essence of a place, its people and 
environment and a way to contribute 
back to place.
 
Ultimately, the outcomes of the Urban 
Flâneur studio were celebrated through 
two events. The first, a fashion show, 
involved the use of Buluk Park (directly 
in front of Knowledge Market) as 
the models’ runway. For an evening, 
the usually quiet park and playground 
were transformed by light, sound and 
fashion design. The second, a salon 
performance held in association with 
Melbourne Fashion Week, saw an empty 
retail space adjacent to The Exchange 
at Knowledge Market come to life as 
Aperture, a temporary gallery of student 
works. Both events attracted members 
of the Melbourne fashion scene down 
to the Docklands and for a brief instant 
suggested the potential of the precinct, 
by bringing an effervescent cultural 
dimension to the streets at night.
 
For the final event at Knowledge Market, 
The Exchange hosted The City of 
Children, featuring artwork created by 
over 230 children aged five and under, 
from the early learning centre Gowrie 
Victoria Docklands. For this project, 
The Exchange asked the children of 
Gowrie to share their perspectives of 
Victoria Harbour and the city through 
conversation, drawing and making. 
The kids were asked to consider three 
elements of the precinct: buildings and 
structures; parks and playgrounds; and 
the waterfront. Through this, the children 
expressed what the most important 
parts of the city were to them, what 
they would like to add to the city and to 
imagine what the city would be like in the 
future. The outcome was a large-scale 
installation, an ‘imagined city’ built from 
recycled materials.

Memory and Imagination

Visitors engaging with work 
in Urban Flâneur: Fashion 
Reimagines the City. 

Curated by 
Tarryn Handcock and 
Tassia Joannides. 

Photo by Tobias Titz.
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Urban Flâneur: Fashion 
Reimagines the City 
exhibition installation  
at Aperture. 

Curated by 
Tarryn Handcock and
Tassia Joannides. 

Photo by Tobias Titz.



Visitors take in the 
salon performance at 
Urban Flâneur: Fashion 
Reimagines the City  
as part of Melbourne 
Fashion Week. 

Garment by Kiara Floresca. 

RMIT Bachelor of Fashion 
(Design).

Photo by Tobias Titz.



The City of Children commenced 
with Gowrie educators conducting 
walking excursions with the children 
throughout the Victoria Harbour 
precinct and beyond. Children engaged 
with the sights, sounds and people 
they encountered, documenting 
their experiences through drawing, 
photography, field recording and video. 
Children also learnt about Melbourne's 
history and pre-colonial architecture 
through the work of indigenous historians 
and authors. Subsequent making 
sessions at Gowrie and Knowledge 
Market involved children working with a 
variety of art supplies and recycled craft 
materials. Through creating, playing and 
talking, they shared what aspects of the 
city resonated with them most.
 
As a response to their experiences and 
studies, the children from the Barrawarn 
classroom invented a series of sustainable 
robots to clean Melbourne’s waterways, 
while the children of Djirri Djirri classroom 
took on the role as architects, building 
their aptly named Challenge Tower 
to scrape the ceiling of the exhibition 
space. Documenting the city became 
an important mode of expression 
for children in the Binap classroom, 
who created a series of photographic 
postcards capturing the textures and 

details of the city in beautiful abstract 
images. Children from the Perrin 
classroom sought to understand the 
meaning of place by researching the 
pre-colonial architecture of First People’s 
homes. Multiple classrooms explored 
themes of transportation through 
sculpture, photography and audio works, 
demonstrating their makers’ interest in 
the infrastructure that connects the sites 
and people they care about.
As previous research at The Exchange 
had engaged tertiary students in 
speculation and design for future 
environmental and social conditions, it 
was imperative to seek the viewpoints 
and values of the those who would 
inherit them. In connecting with Victoria 
Harbour’s youngest demographic, the 
project sought to explore children’s 
valuable perspectives on urban 
environments and the communities that 
exist within them. Engaging with these 
children as architects of their own city 
and researchers of their own geographic 
history gave a great insight as to what 
can we learn as researchers, designers 
and citizens when we give children 
agency to design, speculate, and share 
what’s most important to them.  
This seemed the perfect way to bring 
The Exchange at Knowledge Market  
to a close.
 

Memory and Imagination

Right: The Children of 
Gowrie Victoria Docklands 
get creative during the City 
of Children making session.

Far right: A young visitor 
interacting with sustainable 
robots designed to clean 
Melbourne’s waterways. 
Created by children of the 
Barrawarn classroom. 

Below: Young designers 
working together to create 
a landscape model of 
Victoria Harbour. 

Photos by Tobias Titz. 

City of Children

Baudelaire, C (1972) 'The Painter of Modern 
Life' in Selected Writings on Art and Artists. 
Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, p. 402.
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Clockwise from top left: 

Train at Southern Cross 
Station, created by children 
of the Ngargee classroom. 

A young designer having 
fun with materials. 

An amusement park created 
by children from the Djirri 
Djirri room, with pedestrian 
signals above, created by 
the Ngargeee room. 

The children of Gowrie 
Victoria Docklands enjoying 
the City of Children 
exhibition. 

A young designer getting 
creative during a making 
session. 

Photos by Tobias Titz.

City of Children 



The City of Children 
exhibition installation.

Photo by Tobias Titz. 



Any design is taken up and completed by 
the people who encounter or use it, and it is 
impossible for even the most skilled designer  
to anticipate everything that might happen 
when their work is realised and released into 
the world.

The Exchange team in 
conversation. 
(L-R) Ross McLeod, 
Shanti Sumartojo, 
Charles Anderson and 
Natasha Sutila. 

Photo by Tobias Titz.



creative endeavours. As can be seen in this 
publication, we achieved this by energising 
the dormant vessel of the Knowledge Market 
space with people, discussion and activity. 
 
In undertaking the project, we road-tested a 
model of design research that was immediate 
and responsive to its context. While we 
established a methodology for a living 
laboratory that explored the dynamics of an 
urban precinct, we were in turn shaped by 
our relationship with the precinct and the 
various communities that called it home. This 
ongoing feedback loop of interaction, ideation, 
presentation and exhibition (that led to further 
interaction) saw our relationship with Victoria 
Harbour constantly evolve and mature. Our 
18-month commitment allowed us not only to 
build our knowledge of the precinct, but also 
to explore aspects of it from different angles, 
with the knowledge we built in each project 
making new ones possible.

Throughout The Exchange, the adoption of 
programs for ethnographic engagement and 

CONCLUSION

The Exchange at Knowledge Market provided 
the opportunity to make public the usually 
internalised acts of design ideation. By 
embedding the operations of a design school 
into a highly visible and easily accessible public 
venue, we surfaced the thinking process of  
the designer, allowing the general public 
to engage with both the concepts and the 
practice of design. In taking this approach, 
we recognised that many different people 
have a stake in our shared urban futures, and 
design that works well must take into account 
the existing needs and wishes of people who 
make the most use of it. Such an approach 
recognises that design is in fact not the result 
of a singular insular ‘mind’ but is enacted 
through a process of co-design, a kind of 
distributed collaborative authorship. 
 
We saw the project as an opportunity 
to explore approaches to the planning, 
construction and inhabitation of the urban 
environment in a human-centred and holistic 
way. To this end, we favoured the primacy 
of the lived experience as the driver of our 
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The relationships with the community that we 
nurtured over time and the student projects 
that responded to this engagement offered 
a glimpse into a new methodology for the 
development of the urban realm, one in which 
the consideration of sustainability, resilience, 
amenity and community are implicit within the 
earliest stages of urban planning.

Ultimately this project has given us a unique 
opportunity to examine the workings of a 
nascent urban district and play an active role 
in its development. It showed us all what was 
possible when industry and academia work 
together, and the value of open, speculative 
design research that resists driving towards 
a quick solution, but instead carefully 
builds insight over time, collaborating with 
communities to do so. In this sense, The 
Exchange at Knowledge Market was an 
extraordinary privilege.

cultural activation were key to understanding 
the community. Within the design projects 
that stemmed from this conceptual approach, 
community building and social responsibility 
were considered as being equal partners to 
the shaping of the architectural and physical 
qualities of the urban fabric. 

Through the various studios, lectures, 
exhibitions and public events we were able to 
bring together the different views and agendas 
of governments, corporations, developers 
and the community and create a forum 
for the exchange of ideas about the urban 
environment. Such an open, participatory 
and collaborative approach ignited a robust 
discussion around the nature of the city and 
inspired the creation of innovative and original 
design proposals.

In its undertaking, The Exchange at 
Knowledge Market pioneered a unique 
approach to design ethnographic research. 
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Industry and community collaborators 
Kate Langan, ANZ
Jeff Robinson, Aurecon
Jacob Lindsay, Aurecon 
Jack Noonan, Sustainability Victoria 
Bonnie Shaw, City of Melbourne 
Jordi McInerney, City of Melbourne 
Bruce Ramus, Ramus Illumination 
Melanie Del Monaco, City of Melbourne 
Frank Bressi, Saluministi
Peter Mastro, Saluministi
Bronwyn Pratt, HASSELL
Ken Ng, nettletontribe
Sue Fenton, Woods Bagot
Kerry Clare, Clare Design 
Keep Left PR
Enterprize Ship Trust, Docklands 
Bill Reid, Alma Doepel 
Melbourne Flames Dragon Boat Club
Kimberley Pierzchalski, City of Melbourne 
Mensroom Barber Shop Docklands 
Queen St Flower Co Docklands 
Ros Rymer, City of Melbourne 
Marnie Dalton, City of Melbourne 
Dr Simon Lockrey, RMIT University 
Laura Neville, The Wandering Chef 
Ninna Larsen, Reground 
Clare Voitin 
Annika Stott, OzHarvest 
Alex Broers, OzHarvest 
Elisha West, OzHarvest  
Christine Crowley, OzHarvest  
Ingrid Langtry, Ladro 
Kimberley Kippin, Gowrie Victoria Docklands 
Lyndsay Duffy, Gowrie Victoria Docklands 
Rebecca Sabo, Gowrie Victoria Docklands 
Mitchell Waters 
Tom Harman
Adam Hogan 
Rory Tyzack 
CIBSE (Chartered Institution of Building 
Services Engineers)

RMIT STUDIOS

Phase Change 2.0
RMIT Master of Landscape Architecture
and RMIT Bachelor of Interior Design 
(Honours)
Dr Charles Anderson and 
Dr Michaela Prescott

Datascapes 
RMIT Master of Landscape Architecture
Jacob Lindsay (Aurecon) and 
Max Marschall

Transformative Apparatus
RMIT Master of Design Innovation  
and Technology
Dr Ross McLeod and Canhui Chen 

Personal Ecologies 
RMIT Master of Design Innovation 
Technology
Chuan Khoo and Tal Mor Sinay

High Resolution Design
RMIT Master of Design  
Innovation Technology
Ryan Penning and Alisa Andrasek

Wicked Problems 
RMIT Master of Advertising
Prof Linda Brennan, Dr Karen Klassen,  
Prof Andrea Chester and Kerin Elsum

Urban Eco Acupuncture
University of Melbourne Master  
of Architecture
Prof Michael Trudgeon 

Inner Worlds
RMIT Bachelor of Interior Design 
(Honours) and RMIT Master  
of Landscape Architecture
Dr Ross McLeod and Raphael Kilpatrick

MDIT Major Project Studios 
RMIT Master of Design Innovation  
and Technology
Dr Ross McLeod, Prof Michael Trudgeon, 
Dr Mehrnoush Latifi Khorasgani, 
Frank Feltham, Dr Jordan Lacey and 
Dr Lawrence Harvey

Urban Flâneur Studio
RMIT Bachelor of Fashion (Design) 
(Honours) 
Dr Tarryn Handcock and 
Dr Tassia Joannides

Sensor[ed]
RMIT Master of Design Innovation  
and Technology and RMIT Master  
of Landscape Architecture
Dr Charles Anderson and Chuan Khoo

Digital Community Noticeboard
RMIT Bachelor of Design (Digital Media)
John Mackinnon 

The Only Constant is Change
RMIT Master of Design Innovation  
and Technology
Dr Ross McLeod and 
Dr Mehrnoush Latifi Khorasgani

One Cup at a Time
RMIT Master of Design Innovation  
and Technology 
Dianne McGrath and Illiyanna Ibrahim 

Street Level
RMIT Master of Design Innovation  
and Technology
Ollie Cotsaftis
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PUBLIC TALKS 

Can going to work make  
you healthier? 
Jeff Robinson, Aurecon Global 
Sustainable Buildings Leader
3 October 2017 

Creating sustainable cities  
Tim Campbell Project Director, Victoria 
Harbour, Lendlease and Jack Noonan, 
Manager Climate Change Program, 
Sustainability Victoria
10 October 2017

A Smart City Approach  
for Melbourne
Bonnie Shaw, Strategy & Knowledge 
Manager, Smart City Office, City of 
Melbourne and 
Jordi McInerney, Strategy Officer, Smart 
City Office, City of Melbourne 
13 March 2018 

Inner Worlds forum 
As part of Melbourne Design Week  
Bronwyn Pratt, Senior Associate, 
HASSELL; Jeff Robinson, Global 
Sustainable Buildings Leader, 
Aurecon; Ken Ng, Associate Director, 
nettletontribe; Sue Fenton, Senior 
Associate, Woods Bagot; Kerry Clare, 
Director, Clare Design
20 March 2018

How the weather feels
Bruce Ramus, Artistic Director, 
Ramus Illumination
31 July 2018

One Cup at a Time 
Dianne McGrath, studio leader and 
sustainability expert
25 September 2018

EXHIBITIONS

Urban Systems
20 - 23 October 2017

Phase Change 2.0
25 October - 3 November 2017

nex{t}
10 - 17 November 2017

Home Truths portrait exhibition 
8 December 2017 - 26 January 2018

Zero 
As part of the Sustainable Living Festival
2 - 28 February 2018 

Inner Worlds public artwork 
exhibition 
20 March - 4 May 2018

Sensor[ed] 
As part of Melbourne Knowledge Week
10 May - 8 June 2018

nex{t}  
22 June - 13 July 2018

Urban Flâneur:  
Fashion Reimagines the City 
Curated by Dr Tarryn Handcock and 
Dr Tassia Joannides 
As part of Melbourne Fashion Week
4 - 17 September 2018

One Cup at a Time 
25 - 18 October 2018

nex{t}  
2 - 16 November 2018

City of Children
26 November - 6 December 2018 

Calendar of Events 

WORKSHOPS

Sunday Streets: Kite Making 
Workshop and Parade
26 November 2018

Home Truths portrait workshop
1 - 2 December 2017

PRESENTATIONS &  
SPECIAL EVENTS
 
Datascapes Short Film Night 
12 October 2017 

The Exchange at Knowledge Market 
Official Launch
25 October 2017

Urban Flâneur: Fashion and the City 
runway presentation 
21 May 2018 
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