M5X01981 – Nick Smith – 2006099 – History & Theory 2 Exam – 220518

Question 1
Winning an RIBA award for a building you have designed should on the face of it be up there at the pinnacle of your career, in theory.  All of us as designers have an ego.  Some larger than others.  Some crave the attention and adulation, others are far more reserved, but ultimately, we all take a sense of pride especially when our peers recognise our work.

The question of how I would feel having won an award for a building I no longer thought of as my original design is complex to say the least.  The irony here is that whilst our submission for the police is unlikely to win an RIBA award, it does raise similar emotions to that of the question at hand.  

Immediately, when thinking about this, I think of Utzon and the Sydney Opera House.  An iconic building that was never finished in his original vision.  This was project in which he was ultimately sacked from and never saw finished and yet despite all the issues and cost overruns, he is now revered for.  So how did he feel?  He is quoted as saying to Jack Zunz, who was deputy engineer on the project that he ‘didn’t care if the Opera House was ever finished as he had solved all of the problems and had a finished building in his head’.  

Is this the solution?  As designers are we always forced to concede in some way?  Is the only way we actually realise our true vision by being the client and designer?  Is it enough, like Utzon to know what the scheme is in your mind?

This question then, to my mind really does depend on ego.  Long gone are the days of Frank Lloyd Wright insisting on interiors, furniture and even in some cases the dress his clients’ wives were to wear.  Clients now have far more tools at their disposal when it comes to developing their own vision.  They know what type of architecture they like.  As designers we must work collaboratively with the client and other stakeholders, so is it inevitable that changes are made which make us feel less ownership of a project??  

The Utzon quote for me is key.  Ultimately, only we know our true design.  From an ego and potentially legacy point of view, then yes, I would prefer to have a building constructed exactly to my vision, however, I’m not Norman Foster or Frank Gehry.  My ego is not such that it is ‘my way or the highway’.  

I think I would be pragmatic in my feelings towards the award.  I would accept it for what it is. An award for a building for which I had a significant input.  Ultimately, the resulting project started as a thought with my head.  Yes, it has evolved and been changed or potentially mutated, depending on your view, but ultimately, it wouldn’t have got to where it is without my initial input.  There is still a sense of pride attached to the award regardless of the changes.
I think more than that though, I would also use it as a motivation.  I would take forward the experiences from this in future projects and try to improve my schemes accordingly.   

Ultimately, we must accept that design is a collaboration between architect and client.  We can try and influence them to adopt our schemes in their entirety, but we must be open to their requests, or we would never get anything out of the ground, let alone win an RIBA award.

I think the other key issue other than ego when answering this question is age.  Had I been asked the same question as a student of architecture at 22, I feel my emotions would have been entirely different.  At that point I would have been far less accepting of the award and probably far more dismissive.  However, as a more mature student I feel that given this scenario, I would take the positives and move on.

Question 2
When I consider the term ‘Organic Architecture’ immediately I think of Frank Lloyd Wright.  Wright is thought of by many as the creator of organic architecture, however, he like all of us drew on inspiration from elsewhere to develop his style.

Arguably, organic architecture can mean many things.  To Wright it centred on creating buildings that were connected to nature.  He would create spaces where the exterior and interior would interact seamlessly.  His use of geometric shapes would complement the landscape in which the buildings would sit.  Essentially the building was created for the landscape it was to be place in, it would integrate itself and be as one with it. 

Wright himself was directly influenced by Louis Sullivan (Adler & Sullivan), who he called his lieber-meister.  Sullivan, who famously stated ‘Form follows function’, first used the phrase ‘organic architecture’ in 1901.  He argued that for a building to be organic its parts must have the same quality as the whole, thus identifying the connection between all aspects of the building and its structure.  Sullivan wasn’t advocating ornament for ornaments sake.  For something to be applied to the building, there had to be a purpose, it had to enhance.

Wright was also, arguably influenced by Japanese architecture and buildings such as Katsura Imperial Palace.  Katsura is a building that displays a connection with its environment that Wright would go on to create and label as organic architecture nearly 300 years later.  The use of sliding walls which open out onto the garden landscape beyond breaks the barrier between internal and external space and creates a free-flowing circulation between them.

 The use of organic forms within architecture, however, goes back through the centuries and across civilizations.  The very earliest settlements, like Skara Brae, exhibit the use of organic forms and use natural materials to create rudimentary shelters for the indigenous people to live.

Other cultures through the centuries have also displayed the use of organic forms.  The use of curves and geometry can be found in Islamic and byzantine architecture and in gothic architecture we see structures which mimic trees in the way they rise and create vaulted ceilings.

So, does organic architecture have a relevance today?  In many ways it is more relevant than ever.  The necessity for buildings to interact and be at one with their surroundings at a time of climate change is possibly greater than ever.  It’s vital that as designers we are exploiting nature in a positive way to enhance the structure we are creating, without having a detrimental effect on the eco-systems we have. 

Added to this the necessity to maximise the sustainability of the structures we create; it could be argued that we need to create a new hybrid version of organic architecture in which we only use materials from the site and avoid using inorganic substitutes wherever possible.  This would allow us to create far more sustainable developments in the longer term.  

As with all types of architecture, we can look to the past for inspiration on how to move forward.  In the case of Skara Brae, I feel there are lessons that can be taken in creating settlements of today and in the future.  Whilst I’m not suggesting we move back into small stone enclosures, there are definitely points to take from these types of settlements in terms of how they react to their surroundings. 


Question 4
Since the latter part of the 20th century, television has offered viewers a glimpse of what their home could be with shows like Grand Designs and Amazing Spaces.
Kevin McCloud & George Clarke have become household names and their views have earned them large followings amongst the population, however, from an architectural student’s perspective, what do they mean?

From a personal point of view, I have always been interested in Grand Designs in particular.  In the early 2000’s it offered me a fly-on-the-wall experience of the building industry.  It also more often than not showed the need for an architect. There were numerous occasions in which the couple involved in the build would dispense with the services of their architect for financial or ‘creative’ reasons.  This generally resulted in an extended build time, more cost, and a weaker scheme.  In these instances, it highlighted the value of the architect and showed the viewer that these big reveals were not achieved by Mr & Mrs Smith buying their dream home off a shelf.  

That being said, the show also highlighted modern methods of construction.  They have visited builds of the Huf Haus for example.  This showcased a flat pack solution from Germany in which all the panels were manufactured off-site and transported to the UK for erection.  Clearly not the most sustainable way of building, but it did show the watching public that not everything needs to be bricks and mortar.

Similarly, they have shown straw bale, cob, SIPS, ICF, shipping containers and even homes created in the ground.  These types of shows I believe from an architectural student’s point of view have merit.  They educate your potential clients to a different way of thinking, which I feel on balance is a positive.  We need more of these types of builds to be showcased.  By normalising modern sustainable methods, they will have a far greater impact on the audience.

The question is, do these shows really go far enough in exploring sustainable options?  In a time where we need to really push the sustainability envelope there is an argument that the £50k kitchen made of imported Italian marble is not what we need to be showing the public.  I feel these shows become less relevant when they follow couples who spend millions on an ego trip.  The producers have an ethical responsibility to the viewer.  They have at their disposal a captive audience who are in some cases looking for inspiration for their own build.  Showing them endless amounts of demolition of historic building features and carbon intensive building methods is not what the show should be, in my opinion.

Likewise, with Amazing Spaces, are they realistic?  And by realistic, I mean do they create a vision of reality for a potential client?  I think it’s vital that a client has a vision for what they want to achieve, and it is our job to then work with them and create a narrative from that vision, however, if their vision is initially skewed by these types of shows it could have a significant impact on the potential reality you can create for them.

In conclusion, I feel that whilst these shows have merit in terms of entertainment, they tread a very fine line.  It is a great thing that people are interested in the design and construction of these types of projects.  However, the value of the architect within them needs to be brought to the fore.  
They also need to be shown projects which are relevant to the climate and energy crisis, not merely ‘cake decorating’ spaces at lavish expense.  The challenge for producers is to show people what is achievable but not create a raft of amateur architects.  Afterall, you wouldn’t expect to watch one program on a 747 and then expect to go and fly one!  Why then do we allow untrained individuals to submit designs and drawings for buildings?!


Question 5
Carlo Scarpa was born in Venice in 1906.  Although his family moved to Vicenza when he was 2 years old, they would move back to Venice when he was 13.  The city would have a profound effect on his architecture.  From an early age he was immersed into a world of historic architecture, which he would grow to appreciate and respect.  This sensitivity shines through in his later work.

Scarpa enrolled at the Venice Academy of Fine Arts, where he would become certified in architectural design.  It was also here that he began collaborating with Venini who produced Murano glass, it became a collaboration which arguably had a huge influence on Scarpa.  It gave him an insight into how traditional methods could be integrated into modern settings.  He would often stay and work with the glass blowers to perfect new designs.  This ‘hands on’ approach would deepen his respect for materials.  

His ability to integrate historic and new materials is arguably Scarpa’s greatest quality.  Scarpa displays a sympathy in his designs for the existing and balances it seamlessly with the new installations.  In what some saw as mundane, Scarpa saw a need for detail.  You see this throughout his work.  The staircase in the Olivetti showroom for example, shows an incredible level of detail and thought, even down to the connection of the treads which are largely invisible in the wider scheme.

This level of detail set him apart from his contemporaries, who wouldn’t necessarily develop their own designs to the same level.  

Scarpa’s ability to combine old and new is seen beautifully in Castelvecchio.  Here he is able to integrate new installations into an historic setting without making it look, for want of a better phrase, Disney.  The sympathetic use of materials createcreates new vistas and walkways which enhance the existing structure.

His use of light in the extension to the Canovian Gypsotheca is another highlight.  He uses glass which is cut into the walls which allows shafts of light to penetrate into the space.  The connections of the glass and the walls is typically Scarpa.  The lines are clean and concise and act as frames to draw your eye through the trapezoid shaped space.

Is his intellectual heritage relevant today?  Without doubt.  As a student of architecture there is so much to be learned from Scarpa’s attention to detail and use of material.  His work makes you question why?  Why am I using that material?  How does that connection work?

It also raises the question about older methods of building.  There are ways of doing things which are in effectively dying trades.  Scarpa understood how to work with the existing structures, which is perhaps not something we do now.  As such we are losing building methods which in turn influences the upkeep of historical buildings.  If the skills are no longer there, how do we maintain and work with these buildings successfully? 

The bigger question should be having made a case for Scarpa’s heritage being relevant, is it acted upon?  Whilst it is clear that so much can be learned from a master of detail, does the society we live in permit us as designers to really engage and try to emulate in our own way the quality of Scarpa?  
With so many historic buildings sitting empty, surely there is a call to allow for this type of innovation and re-purposing to stop these types of buildings laying empty.  Maybe it is time for Cadw and English Heritage to change their approach.


 

