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apologia
apəˈləʊdʒɪə / from apologos ἀπόλογο / a story

In the rhetorical practice of apologia, the orator stands to face an accusation, to clarify their 
position, earn vindication and regain acceptance. When written, apologia is an offered defence, 
a justification of a belief, of an idea, of motives, convictions or actions.

This issue of Scroope: Cambridge Architectural Journal is devoted to stories of apologias in the 
context of architecture and spatial discourses in all their interpreted forms. We sought and 
received apologias as reckonings, as attempts at reconciliation, as diversions, as declarations, 
as veiled or open criticisms, and as manifestos.

The aim was to encourage a conversation between those engaged in discussion and 
argumentation about current architectural practices as well as those offering retrospective and 
projective theoretical and critical interrogations.

Storytellers from across disciplines were invited to consider apologias in the context of 
teaching, thinking, imagining, practising, representing and experiencing architecture. We called 
to all those at play and active in the expanded field of architecture, including history, theory, 
critique, culture, urbanism, and beyond.

Apologia

Editorial Preface

Theodora Bowering and Jessie Fyfe
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The range of contributions has proven the theme to be both timely and plastic. The apologias, 
although varied in medium and key concern, seem to coalesce along a series of sub themes, 
including apologias with pedagogical considerations, personal standpoints, historical readings 
of design and designers, the material natures of and in public space, the power of the image, 
the acts and activations of creative practices, and the poetic imagination. 

Framing her pedagogical approach at the Department of Architecture at the University of 
Cambridge, Wendy Pullan urges those engaged with architectural research to take a stand and 
defend the discipline’s unique position from which to theorise. Anthony Vidler, in an edited 
transcript of his ‘homecoming’ lecture ‘Apologia for a (Belated) Return’, interrogates the need 
for architecture schools to engage, again, with the ‘history of our present questions’ in his 
personal and historical account of academic practice and its legacies from 1960 to the present 
day. Remaining within the Cambridge pedagogical trajectory, Peter Carl, once a graduate 
student of Vidler, reflects on the influence of his colleague, Dalibor Vesely, whose views on the 
role of culture in architecture influenced generations of students (including the contributors 
Pullan, Sternberg and Anderson).

Moving beyond Cambridge, Arabindoo and Koch offer a defence of the field of urban studies 
through the teaching of the Urban Studies Master of Science programme at University College 
London, where the methods of teaching articulate and challenge the divides between theory 
and practice. Brooks and DeDonato offer a different perspective on curriculum and practice 
from that of Arabindoo and Koch. Coming from experiences in North America and the United 
Kingdom, they remark on a divide, or gap, of another kind, critiquing how the growing lacuna 
between the costs of an architectural education and potential earnings of graduates are leading 
to an over emphasis on practice-based skills.

Ross Anderson, Peter Armstrong, Michael Robinson Cohen and Max Sternberg’s contributions 
share a historical reading of architecture in the early twentieth century and in so doing each 
argue for the inextricable role of the social and cultural in readings of the spatial. Anderson 
critically reflects on Albert Speer’s attempt at self-defence, as found in his prison diaries and 
his lesser known Atelierhaus design. Armstrong presents a retelling of Bruno Taut’s Modernist 
interpretation of the Katsura Palace and the complicity of the Japanese in Taut’s curation. Cohen 
questions issues of housing and the conservativeness of architecture through a theoretical lens 
and his Master’s studio project, Palazzina, at Yale University. Sternberg examines the role of the 
Gothic, and the Gothic cathedral in particular, in animating the avant-garde’s socio-spiritual 
aspirations and manifestos.

Three articles make more open manifestos of their own. Claudio Sgarbi encourages architects 
to consider the productive, necessary and fertile exercise of apologia in acknowledging regret 
for their limitations. Offering a more personal apologia, Rowan Moore reflects on his own path 
and the particular role and challenges of an architecture critic. Neil Spiller takes the position 
that the drawing of endless and unrealisable projects are critical to the practice, teaching and 
imagining of architecture.

Federica Goffi and Norell/Rodhe’s Daniel Norrell and Einar Rodhe each consider apologias 
for the material in public space. Goffi argues for the humble detail found in the handrails 
of Venice and urges us, when designing, to resist the banal functionality of rising restrictive 
safety cultures. In Stockholm, Norrell/Rodhe defend the vitality of the forgotten public object 
with their project Dead Ringers and suggest a specific concept of figuration that challenges 
preconceptions about public space in the modern city.

The apologias of Benjamin Taylor and Jonathan Weston each address how the manipulation 
of language and image in representations of the spatial can act to obfuscate realities. Taylor 
reveals how political positions are concealed apologias in the planning language of the Green 
Belt around London, and act to maintain control over its existing condition and ongoing 
development. In examining the ubiquitous use of the architectural visualisation in the design 
process, Weston reveals its claims to finitude and perfection. To counter this false notion, 
Weston offers instead an apologia for the imperfect and incomplete, for the ‘poorly-rendered’ 
drawing.

The atmospheric installation, Stones of Teeth, by Anca Matyiku and Chad Connery presents a 
layered apologia. It is in part a reflection on their creative research process, demonstrating the 
fragility of designer agency, as well as a proposed defence for the generative force of literature 
in their practice.

The iterative nature of the creative process is at the centre of two conversations with the 
architectural researcher Luke Kon and the visual artist Susan Seung-Ok Whang. Kon, in his 
research on the Olympic mega-projects in Rio de Janeiro, used a map to consider the many 
boundaries of his site, embedding it with knowledge which continues to unfold unapologetically. 
In discussing her work, Whang challenges the view of a creative product as fixed and offers, 
instead, the countering forces of embodied iterative practice and continuous self-reflection 
that lead her to a transformative practice.  

Through the unapologetic use of the poetic imagination, contributions by Irit Katz, Glen Hill, 
James Horace Vertigo (Roger Connah) and Tom Heneghan encourage us to respond to their 
spatial tellings in a different way. They narrate swallowed villages, the power of shoes, the parts 
unknown on maps, and the calls of mechanical birds, each taking their positions in lyrical form.

As Editors-in-Chief of this issue of Scroope, we have had the opportunity and privilege to 
engage, and ask others to engage, with how spatial practitioners and their practices affect the 
world. Through the editorial processes of invitation, dissemination, selection, (re)assemblage 
and curation we recognise that we have set a series of parameters for this discussion. There are 
many modes and media with which to make a stand, take a position, apologise, and recognise 
complicity and wrongdoing. This journal is but one offering.

Our editorial apologia is for this ancient rhetorical device to continue to instigate, provoke and 
inspire.
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Apologia for a (Belated) Return

Anthony Vidler

Thank you for inviting me back to Cambridge after so long a time. As Ulysses discovered, it’s difficult to 
return home – yet, as you will see, Cambridge has indeed remained my architectural ‘home’ since I left 
in 1965. Indeed, it has followed me to Princeton, to New York, and even to California – not only in the 
form of friends and colleagues, but also as an inexhaustible source of insight. 

This evening I will speak of Cambridge as initiator of a practice: a practice of learning, teaching, and 
research. Inevitably I will speak personally, but also institutionally, as the ‘Cambridge’ of 1960 was 
transported, so to speak, to the United States, and ultimately to the world. In this context, the question 
I pose is not confined to Cambridge, nor to any in particular of the various pedagogical innovations 
and transformations that were instituted in schools of architecture in the 1950s and 1960s. Rather, it is 
a more personal question for me, as architect and historian: what was then, and what is now, the role 
of history, not only in research and teaching, but as a participant, active or passive, in design practice?

On the one hand, there has certainly been an extraordinary proliferation of PhDs in the History and 
Theory of Architecture in the West over the last twenty or so years: and the subjects have moved 
radically. From the conventional disciplinary divisions in art history – by period and by artist – to the 
interrogation of the period after the Second World War – both in post-colonial and Western European 
and American contexts. You only have to count the number of recent books and articles on so-called 
‘Brutalism’, whether in Britain or the United States, to have some idea of the emerging interest for 
scholars in the ‘50s, ‘60s and ‘70s. Indeed, I cannot claim immunity from this trend – my own recent 
work has also been concentrated in this period. 
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Architecture as an academic discipline has been slow to establish itself. Growing pains are still evident, 
whether in the subject’s low visibility to funding bodies, the scarcity of mainstream research journals, 
or more generally, the limited understanding and recognition of what architecture may contribute. 
It would also be fair to say that those within the profession and discipline are not always adept at 
communicating their ideas to those without. As a profession architecture remains prominent: 
celebrity buildings are globally fêted and sustainable architecture is regarded as a principal key for 
the future planning of smart cities. The education of designers has developed as a well-recognised 
modern discipline, having a sometimes hard-won and now established place in most universities.  
Courses in architecture normally focus on the training and education of architects, for as a profession, 
architecture is about design. So where does architectural research come into the picture? And what 
does the academic discipline of architecture contribute?

Locating Research in 
Architecture... in Architecture

Wendy Pullan
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Drawing as 
Communicating Vessels

Neil Spiller

An Apologia (Or Not)

 Fig. 1 (opposite): Genetic Gazebo, 2005. [All works by Neil Spiller]. 

Let us watch him with reverence as he sets side by side the burning gems, and smooths with soft 
sculpture and jasper pillars, that are to reflect a ceaseless sunshine, and rise into a cloudless sky: but 
not with less reverence let us stand by him, when with rough strength and hurried stroke, he smites 
an uncouth animation out of the rocks which he has torn from among the moss of the moorlands, 
and heaves into the darkened air the pile of iron buttresses and rugged wall, instinct with a work of 
imagination as wild and wayward as the Northern Sea; creations of ungainly shape and rigid limb, but 
full of wolfish life, fierce as the winds that beat and changeful as the clouds that shape them.1 

– John Ruskin

1 John Ruskin, The Nature of Gothic: A Chapter From The Stones of Venice (London: Kelmscott Press, 1851), p. 157.
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As I get older, I have taken to reassessing my own creative output, its significance, its rigour and hopefully, its far-sighted 
vision. I have seen this issue of Scroope as an opportunity to further explore some of my past and present works in 

terms of their imperatives, themes and emphases.

I have always admired architectural theoretical projects that were long term, that were open ended and were 
speculative. Such projects include Mike Webb’s Temple Island, Ben Nicholson’s Appliance and Loaf Houses and Daniel 
Libeskind’s Micromegas, Chamber Works and Theatrum Mundi – projects not born out of the financial expediency of 
traditional practice but full of the prima materia of architecture. Communicating Vessels was to be my contribution to 
this cannon of work; it was started in 1998 and is running to this day. Every thing I have drawn and designed in the last 
twenty years is part of this project; it now consists of approximately a thousand drawings and thousands of words of 
text. 

It is a rumination on the impact of twenty-first century technology on architectural space and materiality. It is also a 
personal memory theatre, a surreal contemplation on the house/garden dialectic in the contemporary world and a 
meditation on reflexive space and augmented reality. The project re-examines traditional paradigms and elements 
of design such as the house, the gazebo, the garden shed, walled garden, bird bath, entrance gates, riverside seats, 
love seats, vistas, sculptures, fountains, topiary and outside grown rooms among many other objects and spaces. 
It redesigns them, electronically connects them, explores their virtual and actual materiality, and their cultural and 

Fig. 2: Site Plan, 2008. Fig. 3: Baronesses of Filaments, 2008. 

mnemonic importance, and reassesses them in the wake of the impact of advanced technology and the surreal 
protocols of contemporary architectural design in the twenty-first century. The project initially was conceived as a set 
of objects set in a psychogeography landscape that resonated with my youth – a very small island in the River Stour, 
two and a half miles outside Canterbury in Kent, near which I was brought up. So it is an island of memories, of hot 
sunshine bicycle rides, burgeoning sexuality, secret underage beers and illicit 70’s liaisons. The site is simultaneously 
there geographically and in my memory. 

As I have written before, The Island of Vessels (Communicating Vessels) is a huge chunking engine, a communicating 
field, full of witchery and sexuality. Its neurotic things are ‘[p]ataphysically enabled and surrealistically primed. The 
island’s geography is cyborgian and always teetering on the edge of chaos. Its groves and glades are haunted by 
ghosts, some impish like Alfred Jarry, some nude on staircases, some with Dalinian moustaches and some muttering 
about defecating toads. On the island lives a Professor – a mad man, an idiot savant or a genius – perhaps all three. The 
Professor is attempting to work out the shock of the new, its architectures and its desiring poetics. The Professor likes 
his things, they tell him where he’s been and where he is. He dwells in this world and builds in it everyday – without 
fail. He works at the intersection of art, architecture and science. He uses desire as a welding torch and the pen as a 
scalpel. Like Duchamp’s Handler of Gravity, he likes to surf on precarious and fleeting equilibriums.’1 Initially the first 

1 Neil Spiller, ‘The Poetics of the Island of Vessels’, Architectural Design, 83 (2013), pp. 112–119.

Drawing as Communicating Vessels
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Between Alterity 
and Modernity

On the Uses of the Middle Ages 
in Modernist Rhetoric

Maximilian Sternberg

In the years around the First World War, the genre of the manifesto became a decisive communicative 
vehicle in the avant-garde’s struggle for recognition across Europe. From their apparent origins at the 
radical periphery, these texts came to occupy the centre, as they have become canonical in modern 
architectural theory. Subject to ongoing commentary, criticism and regular revivals, these texts have 
neither been surpassed nor relegated to the past, unlike most of the institutions and values they 
originally served to attack. Their shared opposition to the perceived established forces of artistic 
ossification perhaps constitutes one of the few genuine common denominators of this relatively well 
defined but highly varied corpus of texts. Their apparent unity of purpose is increasingly hard to fathom, 
marked as they are by conceptual diversity and inconsistency, frequent use of irony and aporia, as well 
as shifting political alignments and abuses. Modernism has come to be next to impossible to define 
beyond the merely formal. Yet the rhetorical culture shared by modernists presents one of the more 
stable features of their common collective imaginaries and cultural reference points. 

The provocative juxtaposition of seemingly unrelated or contradictory images is a major rhetorical 
figure in the literary genre of the architectural manifesto, a technique which Le Corbusier used to 
perhaps unrivalled effect. His opposition of the Parthenon and the Delage grand-sport in Towards 
an Architecture (1923), is iconic, and arguably renders his deeper intention of reconciling order and 
tradition, geometry and technology, more clearly than any of his verbal exhortations. Despite the 
modernists’ shared contempt for doctrinaire historicism, such rhetorical uses of history as visual tropes 
could carry significant meanings in the articulation of architecture’s cultural and spiritual intentions.
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Stones of Teeth 

A Twofold Apologia in Retrospective of 
an Architectural Installation

Anca Matyiku and Chad Connery
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Fig. 2 (above): Stones of Teeth on opening night. [Image Credit: Jacqueline Young].   

Fig. 1 (title image): Overall view of the installation at RAW Gallery. [Image Credit: Jacqueline Young].                                                                       

Our apologia is a reflection on a recent architectural installation entitled Stones of Teeth. Taking shape through the 
lens of Nordic mythology – specifically the creation stories recorded in The Prose Edda – the work declares myth and 

the fictive as improbable accomplices to design processes.1 The Edda was selected because it corroborated our desire to 
construct a work that would continue to unfold in a process of making-and-unmaking. The intention was to bring processes 
of change – not unlike those that occur in buildings, cities, and landscapes over much longer stretches of time – within the 
observable time frame of human perception. 

We conceived the project with the assumption that, once installed, Stones of Teeth would continue to unfold on its own. To 
our bewilderment, the work took on an unexpected morphology and began to impose its own temperament. This unscripted 
performance came to solicit our laborious care throughout the entire duration of the exhibit, making our engagement with 
the work richer and more interesting. To our surprise and betterment, Stones of Teeth eluded the performance we had 
prescribed.

Our apologia is thus two-fold: the first is a story of our interactions with a work whose behavior defied and exceeded our 
expectations. The second apologia is an exposition of our intentions and the convictions behind this particular research-
creation project. Here we take the opportunity to consider the role of the fictive in design processes, and how it came to 
manifest itself in the built work.

Stones of Teeth: A Creation Story

Stones of Teeth was an in-situ architectural installation and the result of a year-long research creation project. The work was 
installed in June 2014 at RAW Gallery of Architecture and Design in Winnipeg. The gallery space was mellow and intimate, 
located in the basement of a century and a half old heritage building. Despite its being steps away from the street life above, 
it had the qualities of a large cellar with minimal daylight and the cool scent of damp earth. The floor was of rough concrete, 
cracked and weathered over time. Its immense timber and steel structure had been left exposed.

Our initial intuition was to find a way to engage snow – a substance very much present in the imaginative landscape of 
Winnipeg, whose nickname ‘Winterpeg’ carries mixed em otions of tenderness and resignation. We were inspired by Gaston 
Bachelard’s texts on the imagination of matter and wanted to build something that would speak about the poetics and 
tribulations of snow.2 Borrowing from Bachelard’s approach to the elemental substances of water, air, earth, and fire, we 
began to explore the presence of snow in literature and myth. Looking back through childhood favorites we re-discovered 
the Edda, a collection of Norse mythology. We chose it because, in addition to its rich and evocative imagery of frozen 
landscapes, the Edda corroborated our approach to architecture: that what appears as inert matter is in essence always 
nuanced by multiple temporalities. Thus, despite their seeming inertness, works of architecture could be imagined to 
behave in ways that are reminiscent of living creatures. In the prologue to The Prose Edda, Snorri Sturluson explains that the 
Edda myths are guided by a kindred sensibility:

[People wondered] what it could mean that the earth and animals and birds were in some ways similar, 
even though their natures were not alike. One of the earth’s features is that, when the high mountains are 
dug into, water springs up, and even in deep valleys it is not necessary to dig down any further for water. The 
same is true in animals and birds, whose blood is equally close to the surface … People think of rocks and 
stones as comparable to the teeth and bones of living creatures. Thus they understand that the earth is alive 
and has a life of its own.3 

1  Snorri Sturluson, The Prose Edda (London: Penguin Classics, 2005).  The Norse myths of the Edda, originally a series of oral epics, were first compiled in the thirteenth 
century by Snorri Sturluson.

2 Gaston Bachelard, Water and Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of Matter (Dallas: Pegasus Foundation, 1983); Air and Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of Movement 
(Dallas: Dallas Institute of the Humanities and Culture, 1988); The Psychoanalysis of Fire (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968); Earth and Reveries of Will: An Essay on the Imagination 
of Matter (Dallas: Dallas Institute of the Humanities and Culture, 2002).

3 Sturluson, The Prose Edda, pp. 3–4.

Stones of Teeth
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The Green Belt and the 
Apologia of Openness

Benjamin Taylor
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Fig. 2 and Fig. 3 (above): While London’s administrative boundary is defined by the silhouette of the Greater London Authority, the physical 
edge of the city is defined by the Green Belt. Spatially, London is therefore defined in negative relief to ‘openness’. 

Fig. 1 (title image): Making up 59% of its area, London’s Green Belt is primarily a protected ring of agriculture around the capital. [All Image 
Credits: Benjamin Taylor].

The fundamental aim of Green Belt policy is to prevent urban sprawl by keeping land permanently open; the 
essential characteristics of Green Belts are their openness and their permanence.1   

The London Metropolitan Green Belt is a controversial, if misunderstood, subject. Ostensibly a section of planning policy 
concerned with urban containment, the Green Belt has come to embody a nexus between politics, cultural identity and 

the environment. For many, it is the rural’s first line of defence against the insatiable expansion of the capital; it has become 
a landscape in its own right, held as a quasi-promised land of cherished open space which must be protected at all costs.2 
For others, however, it serves only to constrain London’s ‘natural’ growth, forcing up the demand for limited housing stock 
and inflating land values.3  Subsequently, the debate as to whether the Green Belt is appropriate has polarised between 
neoliberal calls for its relaxation to enable more housebuilding (broadly for the benefit of the urban) and reactionary 
appeals for its retention (to preserve the rural environment). Sympathise with the former and be accused of disregard for 
the natural environment and the traditional ways of life within; sympathise with the latter and be denigrated for selfish 
nimbyism. However, as the UK government presently remains committed to the Green Belt, its advocates are those who are 
incumbent. The policy can therefore be seen as a political apologia: yes, it might benefit the capital to expand London; but 
no, not at the risk of diminishing the openness of the Green Belt. 

The arguments for and against the Green Belt continue interminably, but its underpinning rationale has been almost 
entirely overlooked by both opponents and advocates: namely, that the Green Belt exists ‘fundamentally’ to keep the land 
within ‘permanently open’, and that maintaining this ‘openness’ is precursory to London’s containment. Moreover, despite 
its prominence within planning legislation, ‘openness’ has no clear definition within policy. It is held instead simply as an 
axiomatic good. Perhaps for this reason it has almost entirely evaded scrutiny too by any critical discourse concerned with 
the built environment. So what is ‘openness’? What makes the ‘openness’ of space such an irreproachable virtue that this 
apologia must be maintained ‘permanently’, and from where does this ideal stem? Tracing the semantics of the term, its 
political and legal connotations and its historical roots, the question at hand is whether ‘openness’ is a spatial concept at 
all, or rather an ideological one.

The ‘Openness’ of the Green Belt

The ambiguity of ‘openness’ stems not only from the absence of a workable political definition but from the multitude 
of landscapes that make up the Green Belt and which lay claim to being ‘open’. Compositionally, it is 59% agricultural 
land, 18% woodland, 13% park land, 10% utilities and infrastructure (the M25 motorway runs almost entirely through the 
Green Belt, for instance) and 7% golf course,4 with 2% built upon.5 That a wood or a copse offers a considerably different 
environment to a depot or a quarry is perhaps self-evident, but all bear the mantle of ‘openness’. 

Given such variety, understanding ‘openness’ as a singular discernible quality is demonstrably problematic. The purpose 
within planning policy of maintaining it, however, is clear. The National Planning Policy Framework states that Green Belt 
designation should: 

enhance the beneficial use of the Green Belt… to provide access; to provide opportunities for outdoor sport 
and recreation; to retain and enhance landscapes, visual amenity and biodiversity; or to improve damaged 
and derelict land.6 

1  Department for Communities and Local Government, National Planning Policy Framework, (London: DCLG, 2012), p. 19.

2  Campaign to Protect Rural England, Our Green Belt: Worth Investing In, (London: CPRE, 2015).

3  See Kate Barker, Housing: Where’s the Plan? (London: London Publishing Partnership, 2014); Jonathan Manns and others. Green Sprawl: Our Current Affection for a 
Preservation Myth? (London: The London Society, 2014); also Tom Papworth, The green noose – An analysis of green belts and proposals for reform (London: Adam Smith 
Institute, 2015).

4    Note, this does not add up to 100% as there is some overlap between categories [Quod, The Green Belt: A Place for Londoners (London: London First, 2015), p. 14]. 

5    Campaign to Protect Rural England, Green Belts: a greener future (London: Natural England, 2010). 

6  DCLG, NPPF, p. 19.

The Green Belt and the Apologia of Openness
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Train of Thought

Tom Heneghan
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Each morning, as I walk down the stairs of my subway station, I hear a cheery birdsong sounding quietly in the tunnel. 
The obvious happiness of the song is surprising – being lost, and alone, in an underground tunnel is not, one would 

think, an ideal state for a creature of the sky. But, this bird is unusual. It is featherless, and approximately the same size and 
shape as a box of tissues. And, it’s electric. It’s a machine that produces synthesised birdsong to lead blind people – and 
people too obsessed to look up from the screens of their iPhones – to the station’s exit stairs. 

The song is a simple, six-note melody – four of the notes being the same – that repeats every five seconds. It does not 
emulate the call of a real bird – it has been composed – designed for its purpose. But, how do you design a birdsong? A song 
that is heard by thousands more, every day, than listen to the music of Mozart. Although, no-one actually ‘listens to’ this 
birdsong. You might ‘listen for’ it if you are having trouble finding the stairs, but its sound level is designed to be unobtrusive 
– rising only just above the ‘whirr’ of the air-conditioning fans, and the ‘click’ of shoe-heels (in Tokyo’s crowded train stations 
there is rarely the sound of conversation). The tune is precisely balanced – neither in the ‘background’ nor the ‘foreground’ 
– not noticeable enough to attract attention, not long enough, nor complex enough to be ‘listened to’ – but heard by all. 

For many people abroad, the most iconic image of Tokyo is that of the subway-station staff – the ‘pushers’ – leveraging 
additional passengers into already far-too-overcrowded trains. But, photographs of them usually pre-date the Millennium. 
Things are better now – there are many new lines. Pushers still work, but to a reduced degree, and during my usual mid-
morning/mid-evening commute the train is a relatively tranquil place. A place for the mind to wander. In our ‘normal life’ 
– especially at work – it is expected of us that our thinking will have a purpose. On my subway train, having chosen to have 
no book or phone to stare at, in a space that is identical each trip, and with nothing but black tunnel walls to look at through 
the carriage windows, I find a pleasant respite from ‘purposeful’ thinking. I think, instead, about the un-important and the 
value-less. And, the thing that I find myself thinking about a lot recently is that bird. 

That ‘bird’… will its song play forever until blindness and/or trains have been eradicated? Probably. There is no reason to 
change it. It’s bland enough to never irritate, it’s not a currently-fashionable ‘twitter’ that might eventually grate on the 
nerves, and it carries no meaning or message that might ‘date’. This synthesised song will, almost certainly, outlive us all, 
and all the architecture that we make. It may well be eternal. Or, maybe it will have to be changed after the coming global 
environmental disaster – when birds and birdsong have disappeared from the Earth and people no longer recognise the 
sound that the synthesiser impersonates. 

A young man stands in my crowded train carriage. He wears a white t-shirt, black waistcoat and a black bowler-type hat, 
and I’m surprised to notice that he’s wearing his black trousers inside-out. The vertical seams of the trouser legs are on the 
outside, instead of being concealed on the inside. I suppose that he is insane. Nobody sane wears their trousers inside-out. 
But, as he pulls out his iPhone, I see that he’s taken it from a trouser pocket that is the right way around. This is a pair of 
trousers in which the pockets are the right way around, but the trouser seams are the wrong way around. And, I suddenly 
realise what this is – this is DESIGN! The young man has not mistakenly put his trousers on inside-out. The trousers have 
not been made by a poor-sighted tailor. These trousers almost certainly cost a very great deal of money. They are probably 
the work of A VERY FAMOUS DESIGNER because ordinary tailors don’t make trousers that look like they are inside-out. Only 
FAMOUS tailors can do that. And, I ponder what that tells us about contemporary design. 

Train of Thought

[All Image Credits: Tom Heneghan].
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[Issue 24] Future Domestic [Issue 25] Duplicity

Past Issues

Order is the state in which everything is in its appropriate place, arranged 
in relation to a particular structure such as sequence, common consent or 
established rules.

The desire for order has been salient in the theory and praxis of architecture 
and urban planning – aesthetic, structural, political, and social orders have 
been forced and reinforced, but also questioned and challenged, in the built 
environment for centuries. The Classical orders defined a canon of correct 
proportions, but the famous problem of resolving corner columns led architects 
to deviate from established rules to retain visual coherence. The urban grid was 
employed in colonial contexts as an instrument of land settlement and the 
establishment of a new socio-political order, yet it was violated and adapted 
in settings like the hills of San Francisco, where it is interrupted by sudden 
diagonals and winding bends. Is order liberating or constraining, or both?

Much effort has been expended towards creating sets of values and rules that 
produce harmony, proportion and civility – the promises of order. Disorder, 
on the other hand, has been seen as a state of incompleteness, chaos or 
threat; to be ‘out of order’ is to be inappropriate or broken. Just as order can 
be sinister, can disorder be virtuous? What are the implications for buildings 
and cities if it is disorder, rather than order, that is desired? Is order necessarily 
related to control, or can it appear without conscious intervention? Are order 
and disorder inevitably a dichotomy, or is their relationship more nuanced? 
The issue seeks to question order and disorder and the implicit values they 
represent.
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