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Write a critical reflection on the process to date. This should not be a description
of your project, but a summary of the issues that you think the process has
thrown up in relation to the norms and aspirations of architectural practice and
education.

Upon entering the studio my experience of architectural practice and education has been
one of blissful ignorance towards the intrinsic nature of my genetic make-up as an
architecture student / architect. I have surfed the wave generated by the architectural
system, following the rules, some of which are highly explicit, and others that manifest
themselves through the guise of ‘normative’ architecture. My architectural stance has
been molded by the education system, the sensibilities of my tutors, the ethics of my
studio / university / practice, and the architectural bubble that defines ‘exemplary
practice’. We develop an ethic as a result of habit, the way that we are conditioned or
accustomed to behave, rather than through a self-conscious examination of fundamental
principles. I hope to expose some of these ethical principles through a self-reflective
analysis of the competition process to date.

The self-appraisal at the beginning of the studio was a first step in critically analysing
ourselves against one another. The correlation between our architectural traits made
evident our conditioning as ‘perfect architecture students’. The distinction occurred
predominantly in our social skills. However, upon reflection after the competition
process, these skills remained futile, causing many of us to fall back into the comfort
zone of what we know and trust, our prescribed architectural ‘skills’.

In accordance to the rationality of the competition brief and time constraints, my design
process assumed a ‘tried-and-tested’ approach that responded to the brief as efficiently
as possible. Alike to my experience in practice, the competition process encouraged one
to focus upon the solution rather than the problem. The aspirations of architecture
should attempt to interrogate the problem and respond from a position of moral
evaluation and responsibility towards existing and future conditions. However, as a
common condition of architectural practice, compliance with a design brief can disallow
the inclusion of features that would improve the scheme but were not necessary or part
of the brief. For example, the competition brief required a ‘truly sustainable’ approach.
The most sustainable building is the building that is never built. Architects should be able
to use this position as a starting point; however, the brief presupposes the need for the
new intervention on a specified site. The competition process involves conforming to the
rules that can to some extent, exempt one from moral evaluation and responsibility. The
ultimate outcome is an urban environment generated by individualistic determinism that
fails to cohesively express rapidly changing social, cultural and political conditions.

The pressure to stick closely to the precisely worded requirements of the brief led me to
produce a scheme that did not venture far outside its programmatic framework. Similarly
to much contemporary architecture, I produced a building that had an all to specific
quality that assumed the permanence of the program. Thought was not given to how the
building would evolve after its initial use. The notion of sustainability cannot be muttered
without the consideration of durability. There is no point in discussing sustainable energy
systems, materials and technologies when it will only be demolished in several decades
time. Architecture is too often caught up in outlining a programme of requirements and



organising how to use a building at the point of its completion. We should also consider
what will be left over after a building has been used for a specific programme.
Architects need to promote programmes that allow for changes in functionality rather
than being a recipe for use. A building is not complete upon completion; at that point a
durable building just starts to live and can evolve into something entirely different.

Architecture needs to shift its attention from the autonomous procedures of design, to
the life of the building as it unfolds over time, beyond the control of its authors. The
fragmentation of building trades have detached architects from the construction process,
and subsequently become somewhat deskilled and disempowered. The stakeholders
involved in the building process have often become too diverse and scattered for any
participant to take responsibility for the lifecycle of the building. Architects need to realign
themselves within the building process in order to re-establish a connection between
construction and the consumer. The work of the architect should be rethought as the
management and cultivation of conditions that re-empower the user and those involved
in the making of a building.

Due to my preconceptions of the nature of the ‘competition entry’, my focus was largely
drawn to the aesthetic and the image. As the audience was believed to consist of mainly
lay people, significance was placed upon the seduction of the image. Often lay people
most clearly comprehend architecture through aesthetic means or the image.
Architecture based solely on image, form and taste isolates the architect as a specialist,
a mere artist, disassociated from the process of building. This distorted view of
architecture is supported by the awards and magazines that define exemplary practice
through image rather than use or context.

My images proposed polished, fixed solutions that communicated the scheme boldly, but
their uncritical nature prevented viewers engaging with the possibilities of the scheme.
Focus upon the visual impact of the building led to the design of particular views rather
than a building. They may have been effectively composed and visually seductive but
were somewhat lifeless and absent of time. In essence, my image-driven scheme sold at
a distance and concentrated too much on the look and style of the building. Architectural
representation needs to invite the viewer into itself, not by offering a finished, glossy,
one-reading-only surface, but a layering of possible uses and meanings over time,
reflecting the interpretational dimension of architecture. The obsession with representing
architecture through static, pristine imagery devoid of the mess of reality and effects of
time may be associated with the notion that architects tend to think of a building as
complete once constructed. The rethinking of conventional architectural representation
may go a long way towards raising public aspirations towards buildings and their life-
cycle behaviour.

Exemplary practice is widely identified with producing magnificent buildings, aesthetically
daring work and creative self-fulfillment, rather than an ethic of practise grounded in a
strong commitment to public service and the extended life-cycle of our built environment.
My competition scheme conformed to the code of ethics for ‘exemplary practise’, not
necessarily because I believe in those ethics, but because of what I perceive to be a
successful competition scheme to be. As highly receptive forms of architectural practise,
competitions hold massive influence over the public’s aspirations and priorities towards
architecture. If architects can become swallowed by the system, then so too will the
public. We as architects need to disassociate ourselves somewhat from artistic
emphasis and vapid stylistic analysis, and move towards deeper intellectual inquiry into



issues that face architecture today, such as reliability, life-cycle behaviour,
environmental impact, and user acceptance / participation. Conversion is needed from
architecture based solely on image to architecture based on process. A process-based
architecture can instigate a process rather than a finished article, a set of possibilities
through which the product aspect in defined by the user.

Although sometimes it seems that architecture is subject to much greater demands than
it can meet, the architect still has the ethical (respons)ability to push clients to invest and
commission buildings which will last a long time. Granted that investors, developers,
clients and above all, politicians give architects the chance to design durable buildings,
buildings can become an integral part of the identity of the city and its community.
Architects need to break from the autonomy of their discipline and re-affirm themselves
as an integral link in the building chain, subsequently re-empowering users and the
process of construction in the life-cycle of a building.


