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paul virilio 
bunker architect

Paul Virilio is a bunker architect

What does that mean?  Studies WWII 
German fortifications, influence on 
architectural design after war

 



Humans built fortifications ever since 
they developed communities

Records of Walls of Babylon (banks 
of Euphrates, Iraq) being 300’ high & 
32’ wide


Explain why Virilio interested in this

 - people not fortifications



Medieval times

People built fortifications for 
protection

Minimal protection needed

Only needed to deal with threat of 
hand-to-hand combat

Biggest weapon was horse

High wooden fences, moat, 
embankments

Occasional feudal conflicts, but 
villagers rarely ‘owned’ land/crops so 
less about trade protection and more 
about personal safety

Keeping warm and dry a bigger 
concern



Same true of Māori settlement 
between 16th and 18th centuries

All changed with arrival of colonists 
and their artillery

On the development of Māori pā

‘In the space of around 30 years 
Māori had developed their pa from 
strongholds designed to withstand 
attacks with hand-to-hand weapons 
to those designed to withstand 
attack by muskets, then cannon, and 
finally to enable virtual trench 
warfare…The effect of those reports 
was seen in the use of trench warfare 
in the Crimea in 1853, and, of course, 
even more so in World War I, where 
the machine-gun made underground 
defences a necessity’ (Michael King, 
2003 The Penguin History of New 
Zealand, p.186-7).



Gate Pā at the mouth of the Tauranga Harbour in 1864

Pukehinahina  
(gate) pā 

1864

Final battle of Waikato war 

Near Tauranga on 28 April 

Lieutenant-General Duncan 
Cameron, 1700 troops, 17 pieces of 
artillery (8 mortars, 2 howitzers, 2 
naval canon and 5 Armstrong guns to 
displace the 200)

Attacked Gate Pā defended by 230 
Māori

Heavy bombardment followed by 
storming party ambushed and forced 
to flee  Rawiri Pu-hi-rake evacuated 
forces and claimed a significant 
victory



 An Armstrong RBL 9-
pounder gun on a steel 

carriage. Armstrong guns 
were used during the New 

Zealand Wars, most 
notably during the 

bombardment of Gate 
Pā on 29 April 1864.

Rifled breech-loading gun

Built in 1855 at Woolwich Arsenal in 
London

Different sizes - 6lb, alb, 12lb and 
20lb

9lb gun used at Gate Pā had a 3” 
diameter bore firing cast iron shells


Sad footnote

The major engagements and dozens 
of skirmishes of the Waikato War had 
been responsible for over 1000 Māori 
and 700 European deaths.  Worse 
that this price, however, Waikato 
Māori were published by the 
confiscation of 1.3 million hectares of 
land, which further crippled and 
embittered the vanquished 
tribe’ (Michael King, 2003 The 
Penguin History of New Zealand, p.
216).


Good job NZ settled peacefully then!



European cultures learnt to build 
fortifications against attack many 
centuries before

Castles may be a romantic feature of 
the European landscape (where 
would Lord of the Rings be without 
tall towers!)

But served a vital function

Walls had to repel whatever was 
figuratively thrown at them

Initially mechanical devices like 
catapults used to launch rocks

Fortifications needed to be built to 
withstand assault



Fortifications not only changed the 
landscape of Europe from 14th 
century onwards

Also changed patterns of people’s 
behaviour and changed how they 
viewed themselves

Needed to ‘move’ differently in and 
out of space - no movement 
impeded by a simple whicker fence

Threat to their physical safety 
increasing necessity for defensive 
fortifications

Protection available/provided but 
obligation to serve person who 
protects (feudal system, people in 
service of Lord/Earl etc)

Idea of land lord first comes into 
common us




Castle fortification design became so 
sophisticated that many have 
survived over 800 years of assault.   

Denbigh Castle in North Wales was 
built in the 13th century by Edward I 
as a stronghold against Welsh 
raiders, and had solid stone walls 
that were designed to dominate the 
landscape.  The walls withstood 
assault for 400 years, and the castle 
was only abandoned in the mid-17th 
century after a siege lasting over a 
year.  The walls remain in remarkable 
condition event today.

Changes only came when we 
developed munitions and means of 
assault that could penetrate any 
structure.




Halifax bombers from 35 Squadron 
over Northern France coast, 18 
December 1941

73 years ago



But when you’ve got one of these…


And you can do this…it changes 
everything


There are no fortifications that can 
withstand this kind of assault

Psychologically, that had a major 
influence on our popular culture and 
how we think of safety, protection, 
physical assault

 
So Virilio was interested in 
fortifications because he thinks that 
their design tells us about how we as 
humans engage with questions of 
personal safety (scroll through 
remaining images), protection from 
harm, even what is personal space - 
what, when and how we let people 
‘invade’



Virilio’s work on fortifications not 
about structure

Their features reflect attitudes 
towards safety - ability to repel 
assault, munitions, artillery

As our attitudes change, so the 
buildings change



Specific cultural history of safety and 
protection

Metaphor for personal safety today

Safety of our bodies (environmental 
decay, pollution, disease, etc)

Safety of our identity (i.e. online - in 
age of internet firewalls, viruses and 
trojan horses)



Virilio shows us that everyday things 
- even things that appear abstract 
and unrelated to other aspects of our 
lives - can tell us surprising things 
about ourselves and how our cultural 
practices - the things we make and 
do - reveal our changing beliefs 
about the world



As a physiotherapist that teaches 
students how to invade people’s 
space on a regular basis, the 
metaphor of artillery and fortifications 
that Virilio explores is a powerful way 
to think about some of the tensions 
that exist in this intimate interaction.  





The clinic room door and 
other barriers

Can be metaphorical as well as physical 
Can be good and bad



paul virilio 
dromology

But Virilio’s bunker architecture isn’t 
what he is most well known for 

Dromology - study of speed and time

Time between point A and point B

Time between ‘sent’ and ‘received’, 
‘thought’ to ‘action’, from ‘here’ to 
‘there’


Virilio recognised in the 1980s - long 
before the Internet - that our pace of 
life was increasing and that this 
wasn’t just an existential 
phenomenon - something to be felt - 
but that it told us important things 
about what it was to be human, our 
relationships with each other, our 
politics, economics, what a good life 
entailed and how we used notions of 
time to define normal:abnormal, able-
bodied:disabled, etc.




Once again Virilio traces the history 
of ideas

One of the most profound effects of 
the Industrial Revolution - Time 
Collapsing technologies

Mechanical seed drills and 
harvesters - increase food production 
- SURPLUS

Surplus = move to cities, birth of 
trade and exchange

Improved life expectancies and 
standard of living

But also speeded up life and 
collapsed distance (actual and 
metaphorical): 

• Once horizon was limited by how 

far one could walk or ride horse

• Mechanised transport brought 

unimagined distances closer

• Sailing and air traffic made 

international movement possible

• Now you can be on the other side 

of the world in 1 day and buy 
melons from Chile, salmon from the 
Baltic, and oranges from USA in 
your local store


• Virtual world (including telephone) 
collapsed distances further



Victorians had ambivalent 
relationship with technology

Exemplified by their development of 
railways

• Transfixed by allure of travel and 

rapid transport 

• But also anxieties over pace of life


Conditions like ‘brain fag’, hysteria 
and ‘Railway Spine’ occurred when 
brain workers - as they were called - 
were unable to rest; living in hellish 
torment of constant mental 
stimulation, devoid of physical work, 
depleting their life force with every 
over-saturated, over-stimulated 
moment of their time-deprived lives. 


These anxieties fed into the 19th 
century spa movement

People transported away from hustle 
and bustle of busy town life, to re-
connect with nature 



Natural springs

Clean air

Electrotherapy to replace lost vitality


Hanmer, Rotorua, Waiwere, Te Aroha


(Ironically, although spas were well 
known and well used by local Māori, 
they weren’t able to be turned into 
tourist locations when the railways 
were built to them in 1903)



Anxieties over pace of life only 
exaggerated by invention of motor 
car


In the book Sapiens: A Brief History 
of Humankind, Yuval Harari asks us 
to imagine being a Spaniard in 992 
AD, falling asleep in our crude 
peasant village and waking up 500 
years later to find Christopher 
Columbus setting sail for the West 
Indies with his ships the Pinta, the 
Santa Maria and the Santa Clara, and 
thinking that little had changed. If the 
same peasant then fell asleep for 
another 500 years and woke up to 
the Space Shuttles, computers and 
McDonalds in Beijing, he would have 
certainly believed he had woken up 
in heaven, or possibly hell.


This progressive collapsing of time, 
such that now people want instant 
gratification




‘Waiting’ or delayed gratification 
seems a quaint idea for today’s 
‘Now’ generation

‘Possibility’ no longer something to 
ponder, take time over, reflect on

No longer an aspiration, but an 
expectation


Virilio warns us that our desire to 
reducing the distance between here 
and there, now and then, yesterday 
and today, today and tomorrow, is 
collapsing our livelihood around the 
increasingly important moment that 
is ‘now.’  


In some ways dromology helps us 
understand the increasingly 
narcissistic and self-absorbed 
fidgeting of the selfie generation.  
Children born in this millennium are 
already well known for their attitude 
that everything is about ‘me’ - they 
are the iPhone, iPod and iWork when 
I want to generation.  They are 
interactive, multi-tasking, pragmatic 
and media-savvy.  But they are also 
anxious, frightened and unsure.



Today’s ‘Millennials’ live in a world 
infinitely more complex than any we 
have seen before

At the heart of this complexity is the 
loss of faith in authority

Priests (child abuse), doctors (Harold 
Shipman), politicians (and of them!) 

Grand ideas - ‘the state’ ‘fighting for 
one’s country’ ‘100% pure’…no one 
believes them now - cynicism

Zygmunt Bauman called ‘liquid 
modernity’

Complexity abounds

The world cannot be understood any 
more

Traditional binaries dissolved - 

• healthy:sick

• male:female

• alive:dead

• able-bodied:disabled

• mad:sane


