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PRACTICAL FICTION
The following document sets out a summary of the position established through the Practice Research Symposia (PRS) to date and
as embodied in the various submitted documents. It is not an exhaustive account of the research that has been undertaken, but
attempts to identify key moments and plot a trajectory through a body of work that is representative of an emerging underlying
theme in the work itself. It is both an examination of practice and an exploration of the creative process that underpins it.
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INTRODUCTION
REMEMBERING THINGS PAST
The old stone barn stood solitary and still against the ravages of both time and occupation, only the stone scattered remnants of
its previous companions offered any intimation of the extent of building that once circled the ancient haggard; toothed fragments
that remained steadfastly upright against the wind. The rest had dissolved slowly into the landscape; the two now fused together
in the manner of an old ditch. Yet, each time he returned to site the barn looked a little more forlorn; eventually, in the third year
the wolf of winter huffed and puffed and blew the house down, smashing the roof to the ground and folding the outer wall, until it
came tumbling down. So, he salvaged materials from a neglected barn nearby and built it back-up again, a counterpoint to the newly
erected house of sticks, and this time the wolf was kept at bay. The stonemason built his dry stone sample walls along the entrance
path and left by way of the woods. When the farmer returned he looked at the first wall and thought it too loose, and then he looked
at the second wall and thought it too tight; but he couldn’t find a suitable matching stone. Later, while hiding in the long grass, his
back rubbing up against the gnarled oak tree, he recollected a story told many years before, from his youth, that the stone from the
old buildings that once stood their ground there had been abandoned to the shallows of the nearby lake. So, the stone was retrieved
from its watery grave, and new walls were raised out of old houses. And this time they were just right!

Yet, just as the fiction that I maintain, underscores the process of making buildings is revealed only tangentially or elusively as
an atmosphere within the building itself, so too, the atmosphere imparted through the writing is as reflective of this process
as the accuracy of the written description that delivers it. There are six chapters in total, ‘Memory’, ‘Archive’, ‘Puzzle’, ‘Coding’,
‘Contingency’, and ‘Ground’ the precise order of which is not of particular significance; however, they follow the form and
structure of the PRS presentations, and together they are instrumental in establishing ‘where I am’ in the elaborate often
extended process of making buildings. I should state that I enjoy making buildings; to put it more forcefully than that, I need
to make buildings to think.3 In constructing this written document; for example, I’ve been acutely aware of just how opaque
writing can appear to me; it takes great effort to see the connections across the text, between one section and the next; even
though I’ve written them and they mean something to me.
Drawing and making feels otherwise, I enjoy a certain fluency and the web of connection between things becomes both clear
and evident.4 It can initiate a sense of expansiveness and fluidity that facilitates a connection to things not immediate to the
matter at hand; such that I can approach things laterally through the auspices of both and vice versa.

YEARS OF BUILDING

An example of this is demonstrated by the frequent reference to passages of books, or works of art which often come to mind

This dissertation is drawn from my participation in the current Invitational Programme in Design Practice Research,1 initiated

the technique of sketching employed in the exploration of ideas. The sketch being something thrown forward of the project,

and then developed by Leon van Schaik at RMIT since the late 1980s. A programme, that began out of a desire and ambition,
to support research into architectural design practice. Inclusion in the programme has led to my bi-annual participation in the
various practice research symposia (PRS) between November 2013 and November 2016. These are peer reviewed events where
I have had the opportunity to present work in progress to an assembled panel of critics. The presentations have followed the
general outline structure of the programme, as set out in the introduction of the book, Architecture and Design, By Practice, By
Invitation, Design Practice Research at RMIT,2 (2011) and facilitated a period of reflection on my work within the practice, Boyd
Cody Architects. Importantly and more particularly perhaps, it has encouraged me to set out and define aspects of my own spatial
intelligence; garnered through the characterisation of my own history in space. This is achieved by cataloguing both direct and
indirect experience, and personal connections that are formative in the development of my understanding and action in the field of
architecture; specifically setting out how and where I practice.
The work assembled here is both the result and conclusion of this process. The ensuing chapters follow a line of inquiry that gives
both structure and description to the mental space out of which I operate as an architect and is drawn out of the immediate act of
making buildings and the thought process that surrounds it. I have tried to set out the architecture of my own creative process; to

as visual images in the process, the before and after, of making buildings, and are cited in the ensuing texts. It is evident in
its autonomous evolution moving faster than values can be assigned to it: an invaluable trait that allows things to come freely
to it and either stay or leave. And, it is evident in the topography of buildings, the orchestrated fold of lines and surfaces
that weaves a place for the body in the world in tandem with its context. Drawing itself out of the place, from which we will
eventually come and go.
Beginning with the chapter of, ‘Memory’ I consider how the act of recalling and retelling is central to the formation and
creation of new things. Memory is observed as an essential component in the virtuous cycle of dreaming backwards and
forwards,5 and the inevitable fallibility of our recollection remains critical to our ability to generate new narratives from old
experiences. It allows for those fortuitous distortions, unbalanced impressions, and overlapping experiences to reconstitute
themselves as an, ‘invented memory’ the prelude to quiet moments of creativity. And I finish with the chapter on, ‘Ground’
where the building itself is constructed to offer moments of functional and formal ambiguity that enrich the potential of
its occupation. Where arising from the fiction, things are both drawn and then made in the world from your own hand and
imagination; the lines of the drawing become invisible treads connecting subject and object with place; a holding of the line
that extends from the interior: from within.

write it down as precisely and factually as I can.

3

1
2

4

Programme to facilitate research in the medium of architectural design practice - See P.15 - Architecture and Design, By Practice,
By Invitation, Design Practice Research at RMIT
Leon van Schaik & Anna Johnson - Architecture and Design, By Practice, By Invitation, Design Practice Research at
RMIT - 2nd Edition Melbourne, 2011 - Onepointsixone

4

5

I’m referring to the coincidence of both material and immaterial thought that takes place through the process of building;
these can exist independently of one another. And more broadly general thinking prompted by building.
When I’m confronted with a series of drawings and the corresponding building, irrespective of their scale, level of abstraction, or
completion; I can comfortably navigate between them. Like seeing in x-ray; the transparent layers of information are overlaid on
one another.
“It’s a poor sort of memory that only works backwards,” says the White Queen to Alice.
Lewis Carroll - Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland - UK 1865 - Macmillan
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MEMORY

FROM THE INTERIOR

One of the central arguments established by Charles Fernyhough in his book Pieces of Light,6 (2013) is that memory is not a

Several years ago when I was about to undertake a project, a client handed me a book of poetry by the contemporary Irish poet

possession but an invention. It is constructed, and a direct correlation exists between our ability to create memories concerning the

Paul Durcan.9 The modest 1930s house we were standing in at the time features prominently in one of the poems. My memory

past and to imagine ourselves in the future. This capacity is connected with the unique human trait of being able to travel mentally

of the collection’s title is, From the Interior and I recollect the first poems were all connected with Brazil. When I lived in Portugal

in time. As we move backwards and forward through space and time we draw things out of the past, projecting them into the future

everywhere beyond a narrow stretch of land along the coast was referred to as the, ‘interior’; given the strong connection between

we are forging for ourselves. Overlays, made again and again, one over the other.

both countries it seems logical to assume that this term could also be deployed to describe the vast territorial stretch of the
subcontinent. In this gathering of poems the poet attempts to weave together daily encounters with people, places and events

This is an examination of the role of memory as an agent in the work, and a reflection on the way it can become an agent in a

influencing his work, while simultaneously drawing out a precise picture of the milieu in which the work finds its making. So, as it

project. Each house is, in part, the product of a synthesis between invented and recounted memory as much as it is a process of

plays out the quotidian it is also deeply autobiographical; a journey into the interior. The putative title seems to succinctly sum up

objective decision-making and other more formal preoccupations. A house is, in a sense, willed into existence, forged from past

the potential parallel mapping of an internal mental journey with one through a particular cultural landscape or place.

experiences and encounters whether they are in art, literature or architecture and carries with it the shadow of these reflections
through its construction and inhabitation; a built memory. It’s this that often imparts and defines the intrinsic differences between

As it turns out, the title is in fact, Greetings to Our Friends in Brazil,10 (1999) nothing remotely similar to my memory of it. I had

them. As such, a house is not one but several constructions, both material and immaterial, and consequently we can inhabit it in

recollected it otherwise, although I have to admit, at the time, I was convinced that the memory was correct. Funny thing memory;

different ways.

how it’s capable of creating its own account of things, its own fiction. Actually I’ve just come to realise that the title, From the
Interior, 11 (2008) is from another book of poetry by the Czech poet Petr Borkovec. Our recollection of things is not drawn down from

On the 9th of February 2013 I gave a brief talk entitled ‘Invented Memory’ at the Villa Noailles,7 Hyères, France on the occasion of

an archive as such, like a possession, but is instead a moment of reconstruction in which we take the various constituent parts and

the opening of an exhibition of our work as part of a group exhibition of European architects, Aimer, Aimer, Aimer: Bâtir . This talk

each time add, context, detail and perspective12. Our memory is largely invented, it’s made up. I’ve been carrying this erroneous

was adapted to provide the basis for a pre-application presentation. In summary, an imagined house consisting of five rooms (where

title with me for a while as at some point I wanted to discuss the particular project it is connected with in more detail. Now, as I

each room owes its particular atmosphere to a specific point of reference) is drawn into conversation with completed work. This was

rationalise its derivation it occurs to me that through the process of the doctorate I have been reflecting on a similar kind of parallel

originally set within the context of the house at Bohermore, County Kilkenny that formed a central part of the exhibition, similarly

journey or mapping, one through a mental space in which things are conceived and understood and another through the everyday,

consisting of five rooms. The presentation was partly a reflection on the way in which things can take a hold on the imagination to

messy reality of making things in a particular place. In some way both title and process have become infused with one another.

become a catalyst for creative output, and outlines the breadth of reference drawn upon in approaching each project. In subsequent

Through this process I recognise a deep, recurring sense of interiority throughout the presentations: in the city, in aspects of the

chapters many of these relationships resurface and are examined further; the substance of it emerges in greater detail.

external references, in the topography of the houses, in their underlying codes, even in the elements and effort of their construction.

8

Things are drawn from reality, submerged and manipulated before they re-surface again in constructed thought, an orchestration of
material, surface and line. They are made and read simultaneously, both inside and outside; neither one is more real.
“On the stem of memory imaginations blossoms.” Patrick Kavanagh

6
7
8

6

Charles Fernyhough - Pieces of Light - ‘The New Science of Memory’, 2013 - Profile Books
The Villa Noailles is one of the first modernist style buildings constructed in France. Designed in December 1923 - January 1925, the villa
was built for Charles and Marie-Laure de Noailles by the architect Robert Mallet-Stevens.
Exhibition - Villa Noailles, Hyères, France - March 2013

9
10
11
12

Paul Durcan 1944 is a contemporary Irish poet
Paul Durcan - Greetings to Our Friends in Brazil - 1999 Harvill Press
Petr Borkovec - From the Interior Poems 1995-2005 - T. Justin Quinn - 2008 Seren Books
Charles Fernyhough - Pieces of Light - ‘Casting a Line’, 2013 - Ch. 1 - Profile Books
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The title of the poem that featured the 1930s house is the ‘The King of Cats’,13 a reflection on twenty years of afternoon encounters
with the writer Francis Stuart 14 in his shadowy living room, as the author surmises, afternoons spent in search of words, invitations
to imagine. Imagine being Dostoyevsky … being a gnat, a cat. A homily to thoughts and ideas exchanged between two writers in
the embrace of a shady interior; time spent navigating the topography of thought now slowly approaching its own twilight. If only
houses could tell their story. Every house has a story to tell; its fictional account. Speaking of which, the architect Eduardo Souto
de Moura once described the work of his mentor, Siza,15 as being like, ‘Cats Sleeping in the Sun,’ by which he was referring to their
apparent sense of ease and effortlessness. A subjugated tension resting quietly beneath the surface of a languid body, tethered to
its context. I travelled back to Portugal recently to renew my acquaintance with one, an enigmatic yellow cat, poised above a quiet,
sub-urban street. I often draw cats; you find them everywhere in cities. There is something particular about their deportment,
their supine sprawl that always fascinates. It’s a matter of line and the tension between bodies. If I could imagine them, I’d make
buildings like cats; however, the unconscious line is the most difficult thing of all and in the translation to the material world things
always get lost. Thinking of cats, Borges has an interesting book of imaginary animals, 16 creatures conceived though time and space
out of the human imagination. Among them is a reference to Lewis Carroll’s Cheshire Cat, known for its grin and capacity to make
itself invisible leaving behind only its disembodied smile. I too, often pass the time thinking of imaginary creatures, only in my case
they are houses: there is one that floats on air, one that stretches to infinity, dark and has no windows, an inside out labyrinth, an inbetween house, the house of rain. They are drawn from memory, reconstituted each time in the matter of their detail, context and
perspective. These internal thoughts are often the beginning of a slow unravelling, a circuitous journey into a kind of reality. Like the
cat, in the end, the made-up often makes itself practically invisible; only a disembodied smile remains.

fig. 02 Street Cats, Athens, Greece - Sketchbooks

8

13
14

Paul Durcan - Greetings to Our Friends in Brazil - ‘The King of Cats’,1999 - P. 145 - Harvill Press,
Henry Francis Montgomery Stuart 1902 - 2000 was an Irish writer.

15
16

Alvaro Siza Viera 1933 is a Portuguese architect, and architectural educator
Jorge Luis Borges - The Book of imaginary Beings - T. Norman Thomas di Giovanni - Argentina 1957 - P. 40 - Vintage Classics
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INVENTED MEMORY
Architecture deals with the material matter of this world, but also with the immaterial. In working with this matter I have recourse to

In Alberto Manguel’s book The Library at Night,18 (2005) the author describes the libary built to house his collection of books in an

my own memory; an archive of experience and sensation. I seldom revisit the buildings I’ve made, yet the memory of making them is

old barn set into the landscape south of the Loire. A small complex of buildings including an old presbytery and associated orchard.

very strong. It is retained as a sense of both concept and process, rather than as a lived experience of inhabitation.

During the day he watches the neighbour’s chickens hurrying from one end of their pen to the other. He contrasts this ordinary
daytime scene with the library at night. As darkness closes in around him the relative order of the library disappears, the atmosphere

Many of the buildings and places that I’ve visited and spent time in survive as sensations in the mind. They remain as impressions of

changes, sound becomes muffled and thoughts become louder. At night all the possibilities of the library become evident and as

colour, light, sound, dimension, mood and material. I can recall very distinctly the width of the doorways and passages in the John

night-time falls so the memories drift off of the pages of books and into his waking dreams. Parallels are drawn with the small libary

Soane House in London, the moment of compression and holding as one passses through one of its deep threshold spaces. The

made within an existing house at Frankfort Avenue, examined in the section ‘Remembering Borromini’ chapter 3. The night-time

darkness of Lewerentz’s church of St. Peter’s at Klippan, a brick casket, which catapults a sense of atmosphere and the presence of

reverie induced by the atmosphere of the room aligns itself to a moment of lucidity, when something of its fiction, is revealed to the

mass in advance of seeing such that sensations come in delayed sequence rather than in parallel. The light appearing only slowly, if

inhabitant.

at all, through restricted openings. The spatial horizontality of Wright’s house at Falling Water trapping you in a fissure of space, a
horizontal crevasse in a landscape of river and forest.

The novel After Dark,19 (2004) by Haruki Murakami recounts a tale that takes place over the course of one night during the hours
of darkness. It begins with an encounter in a cafe called Denny’s. It’s the kind of contemporary interior one can find anywhere.

Beyond those memories of places that I have witnessed there is a category of memory that might be referred to as, invented

He describes an adequate but unremarkable light falling over an expressionless decor, a functional interior anonymous and

memory. Intimations of places prompted by passages of text, or images; places I’ve never been to or perhaps don’t even exist,

interchangeable with windows addressing the city outside. Some people are killing time while others are in a a hurry. As with

yet they exert a hold on the imagination. It is impossible to tell which ones retain a purchase on aspects of thinking. They fall

Manguel’s library, as the dark of night enfolds the cafe time begins to slow, and the room appears to isolate itself from the world.

unprompted, like leaves on a path. Designing a house with five rooms, I’m exercised by five places I’ve never seen or witnessed

I’m sitting in such a room and enjoy the comfort of anonymity afforded by its interior. I sense the hum of the metropolis outside and

as they play out in the imagination. This house of invented memory parallels the house of five rooms built in Bohermore, County

draw from its energy. This moment of enfolding of a room into itself is further articulated, re-enacted in the section, ‘The House of

Kilkenny. A house that is subject to greater scrutiny in the section,‘The House of Fiction’ in chapter 3. An excavation that reveals

Fiction’ in chapter 3, a detailed acccount of the house in Bohermore.

aspects of its hidden fiction, just as many of the memories alluded to here resurrect themselves under various guises in different
projects.

Hardwick Hall, Derbyshire, England was constructed in the late sixteenth century (1590 - 1597), the house with its stone tracery and
glazed facades contains a great chamber on its upper floor. Full length tapestries adorn the walls and rushes are spread out to cover

The Danish painter Hammershoi

17

spent the greater part of his working life painting the interior of his apartment in Copenhagen.

the floor. An atmosphere of complete silence pervades the room as all sound is muffled, drawn out of the air by the deep piled,

He painted all the manifestations of a cold northern light on the walls and floors of his urban home, making manifest the familiar

woollen weaves, forming arboreal scenes that line the entire extent of the walls. Everywhere this is accompanied by the faint smell

dim light that travels around corners that pervades everything. A light without shadows. I’m drawn to the immediate atmosphere of

of decay, the gradual decomposition of organic matter. On pulling back the curtain and entering I feel myself deposited within a

the room, its timeless silence. I’m intrigued by the one corner of the room that he paints over and over again, the moment where

landscape, a kind of outside inside, a clearing within the trees, as if nature itself has moved indoors and taken hold of the room. The

two doors meet. The many variants assemble themselves like a hall of mirrors. Doors open or half ajar become reflectors of light,

thoughts expressed here rhyme with the ambition of the small house built in the rural townland of Terroneer, chronicled in the short

intimations of rooms beyond. I find myself passing from room to room, as in a carousel, thinking of all the possibilities of a room

section, ‘Landsape of Solace’ in chapter 3.

with many doors. I’m prompted to recollect the small breakfast room in John Soane’s house that has seven doors and a window.
Goethe’s bedroom in his house in Weimar, two doors and a window, one to an enfilade of rooms, one to his library; the window

In the poem, ‘Room’ from a collection of poems called, From the Interior by the Czech poet Peter Borkovec, a domestic scene unfolds

facing into the narrow, silent courtyard. These paintings would subsequently play an important role in the development of a small

rendered with the accuracy of a still life painting. Here the inside and outside come together, a merging, as the natural world outside

domestic renovation at Cambridge Villas, in the centre of Dublin, as the house seeks to re-enact the particular atmosphere of the

is viewed through the lens of the objects with which we surround ourselves. Enclosure operating as a prism, separating out the

rooms observed in the paintings. Observations concerning colour and atmosphere are used as a means of affecting local, internal

contents in a spectrum of the domestic. The room feels familiar, ordinary and yet extraordinary, holding as it does time in abeyance

transformations, changing spatial perceptions within the house, and connecting it with the garden. These are elaborated further in

and all the while casting around images of a world beyond. In the stillness, the house becomes a repository for the souvenirs of the

the section, ‘The Colour of Fiction’ in chapter 4.

living, while as yet unenacted scenes are held in perpetual arrest. The stasis is fractured in a moment of conversion, at the intrusion
of the sun, whereby the fictional and the real, transgress their temporal states to briefly co-exist. A moment when all the possible
fictions can be observed simulateously inhabiting the same quiet, virtual space.

17

10

Vilhelm Hammershoi 1864 - 1916 - Hammershoi - Royal Academy of Arts

18
19

Alberto Manguel - The Library at Night - 2005 Yale University Press
Haruki Murakami - After Dark - P. 04 - 2004 Vintage Press
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Room by Peter Borkovec

A picture of the Blaniks in the spring:
A shaded angler can’t see the girl and dog
nearing the footbridge. A cupboard, a head on it,
hair-pieces, dust and clips. The television
with lacework almost breathing underneath
refects a country road, the glint and flash
of sunlight and a spire. On the smeared black screen
all this takes on the colouring of ash.

fig. 03

12

Bohermore House - Play of Light Across Surface of Room

13
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LIGHT IN A ROOM
Opening of the Museum of Contemporary Art in Santiago de Compostela on the 24th of April 1995.20
The office of Alvaro Siza Vieira had been working on the museum and its gardens for a long time, and I had followed its development
with great anticipation. I had visited the site on a couple of occasions and observed the building rising out of the ground. Then,
there was the moment that the naked shell emerged complete. A morning spent wandering the bare concrete interior; a crane still
stretching through the atrium roof, like a giant tree rising from the forest floor to puncture the canopy overhead. The single great
opening in the outer atrium wall; a cyclop’s eye framing the sky, and the only source of light in the dark. Outside, I recollect the
garden terraces, cascading down the site, ramps and pathways slipping between the random stone, retaining walls. A permanent
trickle of water could be heard meandering its way across the grass, momentarily unseen then found again, terminating in a still,
dark pool at the foot of the building.
Finally, the day arrived for the building to be officially opened and we all gathered together in the atrium. By now the tree had been
felled and the interior lined in white. As we stood and watched the play of light in the room we witnessed a transcendent display.
Material and mass were eviscerated, colour altered, the tone of the room mutating with the advancing hours. Before our eyes white
marble was turned into pools of bright water in a refractive dance of light as stone was liquefied and dark, floating bodies were
called upon to cast their long shadows over an aqueous floor. The hours of drawing and detailing of matter, the toil and sweat in the
effort of its construction evaporated in a cycle of sunlight.
A reminder, if ever it was needed, that the fiction of things is always at hand, lurking beneath the real.

20

fig. 04, 05

14

Official opening of this building corresponded with an exhibition of the work of Alvaro Siza Viera, Works & Projects

Museum of Contemporary Art, Santiago de Compostela, Spain - Entrance Space 1995
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RESONANCE
The following is my recollection of a short story told on Saturday, 28th of June 2014, at the Bauhaus in Weimar, Germany; the story
takes place somewhere along the line of intersection between fiction and reality.
José Mario Gutierrez Marquez was a small boy who grew up in Buenos Aires, Argentina. He loved football and during the winter
months, over the course of the long school holidays, he would play every day. Each morning, rising early and taking care not to wake
others in the house, he would take his football and quietly steal out the door into the fresh morning air to meet his friends. On
occasion he would meet his father coming from his study. His father would always inquire as to how he intended to pass the day and
observing the football under his arm, he’d encourage him to make time to read.
“José, you must read in English,” He would say. “Read Hemingway!”
But José was young and only had time for football and being outdoors.
Inevitably the holidays came to an end and the day arrived when school again commenced. On one such occasion, José remembered
his father opened the door to his bedroom and entered the room. Not wanting to get up, he pretended to be asleep. His father gently
took his foot from the end of the bed and held it in his hand. Nothing was said; then he laid it back down and left the room.
Many years later, long after his father had passed away, José was living in Berlin; where, one day during a torrential downpour he
sought refuge in a bookshop. To pass the time, until the rain abated, he examined the bookshelves, coming across a slim volume, The
Old Man and the Sea, by Hemingway (1952). He took the book down from the shelf and opened the first pages, whereupon he read
the following,
The door of the house where the boy lived was unlocked and he opened it and walked in quietly with his bare feet.
The boy was asleep on a cot in the first room and the old man could see him clearly with the light that came in
from the dying moon. He took hold of one foot gently and held it until the boy woke and turned and looked at him.
In that moment, standing there in the bookshop, the silent, innocent act of his father, enacted many years before, and by then long
forgotten, rippled out across time to punch him in the stomach. The dam had broken and memories flooded back unchecked; his
father’s constant inquiries and gentle encouragement. He bought the book and read it on the way home; he could never see it in the
same way again for his father had astutely posited a small dormant seed in his mind that germinated some two decades later with an
unparalleled intensity.
A reminder, that even a small embedded detail can transcend the limits of form and purpose, to convey a deeper understanding and
enrich our possession of things.
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ARCHIVE

In the following section I explore the idea of the city as an archive, the unwitting physical repository of the social and cultural history
of a place accrued over time and part of what lends every city its own individual character. Dublin is uniquely a city of houses,
conceived almost entirely at a domestic scale. The greater part of its extant order was laid out over the course of about two hundred
years between the end of the 17th and 19th centuries. It is made up of formal terraces. Broadly speaking, these are accretions
of individual houses developed within adjacent plots to a shared set of rules. The urban fabric characterised by these repeated
iterations, parcels of land 6-12m wide and 20-60m long, serviced front and back. This lends it a very strong directional grain made
up of buildings spanning not from party wall to party wall but from front to back. What emerges is a city of stairwells, rooms and
passageways. The typical house is best described through its section, with the simplest single bay dwelling characterised by a set of
granite steps leading to an outsized doorway located on an elevated upper ground floor, set over a basement level, with a large up
and down sash-window and a smaller variant beneath. The principle is the same regardless of the size of the house, with only the
number of storeys and bays varying according to the status of the dwelling.
A significant body of the work of Boyd Cody Architects is located within this grain and arises out of the particular opportunity
afforded by its organisation and structure. These are mainly small scale interventions; from a simple addition to the back of a
single storey 19th century artisan dwelling, to the making of a five storey rear return housing the stairwell and services of a large
18th century townhouse. The greatest concentration of work is in the ‘back-lands’, to the rear of these urban plots, where the city
is densified and re-invented from behind by countless modest, independent acts. A city re-made from the inside. The formal mask
remains unchanged but the hinterland is constantly adapting. As this new mosaic emerges, out of the individual tessera, a parallel
narrative of a fictional city is constructed, a compound of discrete acts of intervention. A city of the imagination.
Against this background Boyd Cody Architects maintains a comprehensive archive of our work, a small repository within the archive
of the city. Only a small proportion of the projects we have designed have ever been realised; however, many of these, although
un-built, remain important in terms of the progression of the work. The surviving drawings, sketches and models of the unbuilt
collectively embody information regarding our process of thinking, following the progress of each project, documenting the iteration
of its repeating characters.

fig. 06

18

Ulysses Rare Books, South Anne Street, Dublin - Bookshop Façade
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THE CITY AS ARCHIVE
All the Names,21 (1997) by José Saramago is set in the Central Registry of Births, Marriages and Deaths of an unknown city. The

eighteenth century town-house transformed and extended over time into a great, meandering library of rooms and next door

archive is depicted as a vast edifice, a seemingly endless repository, housing all of the city’s inhabitants’ details stretching back

the reading room of the National Library, an astronomer’s crucible constructed to read and observe the universe. And so the

into the distant past. The central protagonist José, a clerk, lives alone in a residence beside the archive and uniquely shares a side

libraries of the city continue in enfilade: the Royal Society of Antiquaries, of Physicians, the rise of the professions and the

entrance with it. It is quite possible the archive is the entirety of the city, as the house, the archive and the city slowly fuse together

proliferation and subdivision of academic enquiry in the nineteenth century have bequeathed to the city this collection of

over the course of the novel. At night José makes clandestine visits into the archive to search out the details of famous people. One

Euclidean rooms, passing from one to the other the whole city takes on the appearance and form of the archive. Everything

night, by mistake, he takes the partial record of an unknown woman, an event that would lead to an obsessive search resulting in a

has its place and every day new accounts are added to the whole. In time these books too will be taken down from their

circuitous journey to discover her identity; except that he never really wants to know it. The search takes precedence over the actual

bookshelves, jackets dusted, their leaves opened and memories unfolded into the night.

disclosure. He could always have short-circuited the inquiry by referring to the telephone directory. Saramago’s novels always centre
around an exploration of the themes of absurdity and the human condition. Here, amongst others, in the pit of the labyrinth that

I walk some more and enter the hallway of the National Gallery, passing quickly through the enfilade of rooms I head directly

is the city, he examines the notion that it can’t be properly understood without addressing its past: the unknown, the forgotten,

to Velasquez’s, Kitchen Maid with the Supper at Emmaus23 (1617). It’s one of two variants; the other hangs in the, Art Institute

its memory. That it is the sum of all of its inhabitations. There is an acknowledgment that the smallest unforeseen encounter or

of Chicago. A similar painting, Kitchen Scene with Christ in the House of Mary and Martha,24(1618) in the National Gallery,

insignificant event can spin itself unintentionally into a new, deeper, subsequent understanding of the whole.

London shares the same intriguing composition of an attendant scene within the frame of the painting. I can observe it in
three ways, as a painting within a painting, as a room beyond the room depicted within the frame or as a mirror reflecting the

On one such night in October in Dublin, as the bright summer evenings of a northern European city fade and the nights become cooler

room in the foreground, the space outside the frame of the painting. The latter reading means they are in your space, which

and arrive earlier, the city, like many another, plays host to two of its most public events, Culture Night and Open House. Over the

in turn is repeated in the space of the painting. All of the potential permutations and combinations, the spatial repetitions

course of a night and two successive days the city, its institutions, buildings and owners open their doors such that the familiar and

coexist together. I ponder momentarily the houses to be made from such observations, before my attention is drawn to a

sometimes invisible barriers of place dissolve and dissipate. Through the open doorways, the light from a hundred hallways spills onto

nearby work, by the 15th century Sienese painter Sassetta. I observe the inside and outside are one; architecture a device for

the streets, crowds assemble in small rooms to hear poetry recitals and music sessions. Piano-nobiles, public halls, ancient crypts, and

framing the activity of every-day life as inhabitants move unencumbered across the frame, through covered spaces half in and

hidden courtyards resound with the pattern of unfamiliar voices and the constant arrival and departure of new guests. In every corner

half out of the world. The city is an interior rendered for public effect.

are found hosts eager to tell their building’s story to those who will listen, records are slowly perused over, old letters and sepia prints
examined for their connections. Archives and archivists are in full flight. The city weaves its story before its citizenry; its glories and

When I think of the city I think of it as such: an open house, a construction of rooms, stairwells and passageways. This is due

failures restated as if from a book of evidence. Old memories of Huguenot weavers, chandlers and bootmakers, writers and scholars,

in part to the nature of the city in which I live; a place with a dense, elongated grain of narrow plots punctured with streets

pipers and masons are discussed in faded drawing rooms and crowded stairwells. Books are taken down off bookshelves, dusted and

and laneways. Something of its unique character lies in the intersection of this physical arrangement with the configuration

opened to reveal their store of memories, then carefully placed back in position. Some will never be opened again.

of the domestic. The proliferation of small spans between stout chimney bearing gable-walls, central spine-walls, brick
faced terraces punctured by oblong windows and inviting open doorways. Steps, often grand and out of proportion to

Travelling through the archive I arrive at the strangely familiar; I’ve stood in the old library of the university many times but never

their immediate requirements, rise from pavements gesturing to common hallways. In places, the domestic arrangement

in the light of night, through the colonnade past the Treasury and up the great staircase. Construction begun in 1711, the year Sir

of the house has long been usurped by a more commercial use, not through eradication but instead through adoption and

Christopher Wren completed St Paul’s Cathedral in London. One hundred and fifty years later, in 1860, the Dublin firm of Deane

adaptation. In this way the past lives of its inhabitants are particularly ingrained and intertwined with the fabric, as living

and Woodward lifted the roof and inserted the great oak-lined, timber casket, laying it to rest on the sturdy granite colonnade

room becomes lecture hall, kitchen becomes restaurant, dining room becomes bookshop and, conversely, street becomes

that marks out the ground floor. A timber ark raised into the air; the serial arrangement of structural bookshelves, house the most

market, café or theatre. So it is that every house is a city, every city a house. The scale and intimacy of its construction

venerable books in the library’s collection. In the half-light of the evening the smell of oak, vellum, and linoleum fuse with the night

underpins the successful formation of place as it offers the nooks and crannies where small freeholders can enjoy a

air and the great barrel vault that looms overhead fades into darkness. People mingle among the lines of bookshelves, which one

reasonable existence. There is a place for work, for eating, sleeping, washing and cooking; an accommodation that is often

after the other, appear to stretch to infinity. Beside me in a glass-fronted cabinet, written in 1650, James Ussher’s, Annales Veterius

afforded by the particular orchestration and arrangement of section.

Testamenti

20

22

recounts the history of the world from its creation to 70AD. I cross the street and enter the Royal Irish Academy, an

21

José Saramago - All the Names - T. Margaret Jull Costa - English Edition - Portugal 1999

22

Portuguese writer recipient of the 1998 Nobel Prize in Literature
James Ussher, Archbishop of Armagh - Annales Veterius Testamenti - The Ussher Chronology 1650 - 17th-century chronology of the
history of the world formulated from a literal reading of the Old Testament.

23
24

Kitchen Maid with the Supper at Emmaus, c. 1617-1618 - Diego Velázquez 1599-1660 - National Gallery Ireland
Kitchen Scene with Christ in the House of Mary and Martha, c. 1618 Diego Velázquez 1599-1660 - National Gallery London
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Awake for morning in the bowl of night,

In this house there is no inside or outside; everything is an interior and we are always on the inside. Outside is the landscape. It’s

Has cast the stone that puts the stars to flight.

something beyond us; it belongs to nature; it inhabits our imagination but is not informed by it. This idea survives in the construction

And Lo the hunter of the East,

of language; we talk of entering the city, of going in. In the house, which is the city, the interior can be turned out, such that
sometimes at night, the warm, incandescent glow of grand drawing rooms on piano-nobiles, with their ornate plasterwork ceilings,

Has caught the Sultan’s turret in a noose of light.

illuminate the streets below through diaphanous, glass windows. The walls become, for a time, transparent and the house expands
its dimensions to the scale of the city and the city in turn occupies the drawing rooms with its endless frenetic activity. Private and
public realm fuse seamlessly, before recovering their form in the light of day. In time it may all decay, become a ruin, nature may
take the upper hand as spontaneous gardens begin to occupy hallways, brambles fusing effortlessly with the vines of the ornate
plasterwork. Still, in its conception, it remains an inside. The good house is always an accommodation, a combination of the shifting
territories of both the public and private realms.
When I arrive to the city each day, to the interior, I seldom take the shortest route to my place of work instead I walk the streets.
I enjoy its thoroughfares, morning light falling on the buildings’ façades articulating seldom observed detail, the random stone
patterns of the pavement, the endless hustle and bustle as people go about their business. I walk the city as you would pace the
floors of a library, browsing the bookshelves looking for inspiration, selecting those things that catch the eye. One book inevitably
leads to another. The city is the archive of the architect, housing an inexhaustible number of permutations and combinations. There
remains the feeling of being part of a collective, an inexplicable sense of attachment. Yet, sometimes it is in this place of distraction
that I find a sense of detachment conducive to the greatest degree of concentration.
I make my way to a café on the ground floor of a house along the city quays. The room is approximately three and a half metres wide
and a little under five metres long, in a house, in the city. It is run by an Italian family. The mother bakes small pastries and savoury
dishes at the back counter-top that stretches along the party wall, while the three sons come and go through the single doorway.
In this small urban kitchen there are six stools, five arranged against the opposing party wall and one beneath the central counter.
This is not a place for meeting others, too small to be accommodating of groups. Instead it is a place to be alone, isolated from
distractions, in the company of the city. The room is busy, as a steady stream of people come and go. I take the seat at the door that
is open to the street. Planning the day ahead I look to the open room beyond, the expanse of the city quays. This room is by far the
largest in the city. It is sixty metres wide, twelve metres high and some five thousand metres long. It has two brick outer walls and
two granite inner walls. The river flows through it causing people to cross over slender, cast iron and steel pedestrian bridges that
span between stout, granite abutments. The south facing café observes the October sun reflecting off the water, casting an endless
dance of dappled light across the grimy surface of the enclosing walls. Seagulls cry out overhead, a bus passes and momentarily
draws away the light of the sun. As I look through the open doorway it reminds me that the city is always an interior. There is no
inside or outside. I make the city from the interior, the city that is inside of me. It is only one of many cities.
I finish my coffee, leave the kitchen and cross the room. I stop on the bridge to watch briefly the light flitting off the water below,
reflections thrown onto the inner walls, small details temporarily illuminated. Looking-up, I’m reminded of an old bookshop, the
Winding Stair that occupied several floors of a house nearby. Today it’s a restaurant. The stairs rise steeply from the street, turning
repeatedly at right angles. Twenty-five years ago, I remember climbing that stairs to find a miniature copy of the, Rubaiyat of Omar
Khyyám,25 hidden behind a number of books on a shelf on one of the landings. A translation to English by Edward Fitzgerald (1859)
begins,

fig. 07

25

22

Attributed to Omar Khayyám 1048 - 1131, a Persian poet, mathematician and astronomer Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyám - T. Edward FitzGerald - 1st Ed. 1859.
Translation of a selection of poems, originally written in Persian and numbering about a thousand.

River Liffey, Dublin - Outside Café on Ormond Quay
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Every city has its own light. I’m prompted to remember one of my favourite writers being interviewed on the radio the previous day.

peruse the endless complexities inherent in the unfolding life stories of their inhabitants. Even here the architecture of the city

The interviewer asked her why she had decided to return to Ireland from America.

remains a constant companion to the backdrop, the staging of events, like the partially inscribed lines of the studio walls in a Francis

“I missed my own light.” She repIied.

Bacon27 painting: a geometric cage etched onto each canvass, an outline echo overheard again and again in his endless iterations of

I think of the city, of the light in it, of reading a book in my own light, then turn from the bridge and continue on my way.

Velazquez’s, Pope innocent X (1650).28

I arrive to the room where I work. It sits directly over a bookshop called, Books Upstairs. It looks to the city through three windows of

The other day I encountered a reference to such a book. A poster along one of the city’s internal passageways, carried the inscription,

equal dimension, spaced evenly between two opposing party walls. Across the other side of the square stands the modulated, blind

‘One City One Book.’ It alludes to the notion that the city and the book are indivisible. One is housed within the other. In Dubliners,29

stone-wall of the old parliament building. Begun in 1729 by the architect Sir Edward Lovett Pearce,26 it is lit solely by zenithal light.

(2014) the author interrogates, then re-constructs the city through the construction of a pantheon of characters. Their stories, lives,

In the lofty, hallways and chambers of the interior people gather to conduct their business under a roofscape of sunlight. Off the old

emotions, feelings and longings come to be synonymous with those of the city. The city is slowly infused with the personae of its

Hall of Petitions are the two attendant lobbies of the original Houses of Parliament. They are public vestibules, where great fires are

inhabitants. As the city becomes character so the inhabitant becomes edifice. Both subject and object are caught in the gaze of one

kept glowing through the winter months. As people come and go transacting their business, many pause to linger around the hearth,

another. In the opening paragraph of the short story, The Dead, the small ensuing drama, like the Bacon painting, is inscribed within

enjoying a welcome reprieve from the weather outside.

the frame of the house.

Beyond, the encompassing colonnade is part shelter, part market place; the great theatrical space of the city, its proscenium. At

Lily, the caretaker's daughter, was literally run off her feet. Hardly had she brought one gentleman into the little pantry

times actors take to the stage and the room beyond fills up with thousands of spectators. I sit up in the gods and watch the unfolding

behind the office on the ground floor and helped him off with his overcoat than the wheezy hall-door bell clanged again

spectacle below. Nobody asked Pearce to make a theatre. They asked him for an upper and lower house and he gave them an inside-

and she had to scamper along the bare hallway to let in another guest. It was well for her, she had not to attend to the

out, back to front house instead. When it is all over, in my room in the city, I return to making the city inside of me. Later, I go down

ladies also. But Miss Kate and Miss Julia had thought of that and had converted the bathroom upstairs into a ladies'

to the street below and enter the house next door. The man behind the counter is unhappy with a transparent film that has been

dressing-room. Miss Kate and Miss Julia were there, gossiping and laughing and fussing, walking after each other to

placed over the window, denying him a prospect of the city. I hand him a scalpel and he carefully cuts a small window through the

the head of the stairs, peering down over the banisters and calling down to Lily to ask her who had come.

opaqueness. The urban porthole frames the great fire blazing in the entrance hall some sixty metres away. He imagines the heat of
the hearth on his skin and gestures to the fire crackling in his living room grate. From the interior comes an accommodation.

The frame is the stage for the action and its unfolding would not be possible were it not for the particulars of the internal spatial
organisation, its detail and dimension. The architecture of the house, the city, is a prologue; the opening account to everything that

Ideas for books, others call them buildings, are passed around, exchanged casually between friends. Copies are left behind on buses

ensues.

and trains, in phone booths for others to pick up the possible thread of a story. Along with the books aligned on the serial shelves of
non-descript archives, the decorated bookcases of private drawing rooms or in vast edifices (like the timber ark constructed to house

I entered a room only to notice a small plaque on the door opposite. It read, ‘lost society’. There are many such rooms in cities. I was

one of everything) they stand between us and forgetting; repositories of knowledge and memory. So the city, which I refer to as the

reluctant to enter. In any event the door was closed, but I still imagine beyond the door an entire other world full of quietly content

archive, or sometimes the house, is the home of the book. It houses it. Often stacked to resemble miniature high rises or assembled

people who do not know they’re lost. Later I encountered an old doorway in a stone-wall. It had been carefully blocked-up, resulting

in rows, neat terraces exposing an architecture of paper gables. These assemblages of books, of housing, have all the appearance,

in an almost invisible lost threshold; a portal between different worlds. I wondered if it could be reopened. Opening a doorway

the morphology, of small cities. On balance, between rows and piles I prefer rows and willingly acknowledge my preference is

could be the beginning of another city. I’m advised that there is no reality, between cause and effect all outcomes are both probable

conditioned by the city I come from. You can take any book from a row with ease; it is an inherently flexible construction, whereas

and possible until an outcome is observed, that matter can exist elsewhere while it is unobserved, that distant bodies can present

from a pile you can only take from the top. Cities are no different; the order of things should be stable but adaptable.

identical characteristics and reactions when only one is altered. The possibility arises that the same object can be experienced
again and again in different ways. It is as much a matter of how the object is perceived as how it is made: that many cities can exist

It is often said that everyone has a book inside of them and some people spend their entire lives in search of this, others produce

within the one. Every city is a fantasy, a fiction and as much a dream as it is a reality. It started from nowhere other than grit and the

several with apparent ease. If the city is the home of the book and everyone has a book inside of them then by corollary everyone

imagination, the latter aided by memory, ‘The mortar which holds the improvised ‘home’ together - even for a child - is memory’.30

has a city inside of them too. Imagine for a moment that a city is inside of you. What would your city be like? It’s as important to

No matter that many cities might have preceded it no two are completely alike and yet equally there is always something of the

consider the city inside as much as it is to consider the city on the outside. It is rarely the work of one man or woman. Most are

other in it. So it is with the house.

overlays, superimpositions. In each city every other city is present. Like the book, it exhibits both form and content. Within it are a
myriad of stories eternally unfolding, backward and forward over one another. Some books house entire cities within them. Their
pages unfold the very rational matter of their detail and construction. Others describe the organisation of streets and squares,
the internal elaboration of rooms and passageways. Others still merely allude to these matters in passing, preferring instead to

27
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Sir Edward Lovett Pearce 1699 - 1733 was an Irish architect, and the chief exponent of Palladianism in Ireland

30

Francis Bacon 1909 - 1992 was an Irish-born British figurative painter
Portrait of Pope Innocent X, is a portrait by Diego Velázquez 1599-1660, executed during a trip to Italy around 1650. It is housed in the
Galleria Doria Pamphilj in Rome.
James Joyce - Dubliners - London, 1914 - Grants Richards Ltd.
Collection of 15 short stories, final short story ‘The Dead’. They form a naturalistic depiction of Irish middle class life in and around Dublin
in the early years of the 20th century.
John Berger - and our faces, my heart, brief as photos, 1984 - Ch.’02 Here’ P. 64 - Bloomsbury
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DOORS, HALLWAYS AND PASSAGEWAYS
Sometimes I can no longer see it changing before me. That with which I’m most familiar becomes almost invisible. The city fades

The staircase, door, courtyard, groundwork, table, under-croft, glazed-screen, lining, terrace, light-well.

into the background, a backdrop to everyday life. Navigation becomes effortless; engagement with its thresholds, streets and,
passageways seamless. Its fabric offers no resistance as my familiarity with its structures takes away my capacity to see beyond the

As stated previously in the introduction to chapter 2, Boyd Cody Architects maintains a small archive of its own, documents relating

established order. This can have its own charm, as it holds me in an almost permanent embrace. I find in it a comfort; the comfort

to the design and progression of projects over the course of the last sixteen years. The majority was never built. The sketches and

that comes from an environment fashioned out of familiarity. Yet, I lose sight of its dynamism, spontaneity and endless capacity

drafts embody a collection of thoughts and ideas forged in tandem with the city and its fabric. Urban adaptations are the testing

for reinvention. To find it again I have to summon the imagination to open the doorway, turn it back to front or upside-down, such

ground for architectural ideas, thoughts on inhabitation and mental journeys. Turning the pages, I encounter iterations of spatial

that another image of it emerges. It is best made of the same constituent parts. In the brief moment of clarity that follows the re-

organisations, sectional moves, connections, and material propositions. More often than not they are conversations brought about

ordering of things, I see it once again; as if for the first time. Architecture is the production of the infinite possibilities arising out of

by existing structures. Houses built in the 18th and 19th centuries that manifest in their physical organisation elements of the social

place, in the endless contest between permanence and production.

and economic conventions, the daily routines, prevailing at the time of construction now require intervention in order to ensure
their continued success and meaning in use; for the good house is made of habit, the raw material of repetition, converted into
shelter.31 The idea of an ‘authentic’ house less a matter of its construction and more a matter of accommodation, a housing of the
people who live there and all those who will live there. By implication, the house becomes an ongoing work never to be completed.
From the moment it’s made it is being rebuilt, perhaps from the inside. Its destiny is always uncertain.
I have never been capable of building a house, an authentic house. I am not referring to the design and construction
of houses, a minor pursuit of which I am still capable.32
With this in mind unpacking the archive prompts the following observations.
Much of our work is in the interior; by that I mean it is in the city. For the most part it is unseen, occupying the back-lands of old
terraced houses. The odd time it comes up for air; rarer still, is it out in front. No matter, there is something interesting about
making the city from behind, unseen. A bit like the silk lining of an old tweed jacket, it might be in the way of offering a bit of luxury,
a countering texture, a dash of colour. It might at times shimmer in the way of interiors, a fate best avoided on the outside. It is
quiet but not silent. This is broadly in keeping with the old, established order or character of the place, which is externally reticent,
rational, ordered and materially consistent, while internally, in places, locally opulent, spatially rich and complex. We operate by
adding, subtracting, adapting or adjusting to an existing built condition; mechanisms that require an element of stitching and
sewing. There is a bit of tailoring involved. Despite the evident similarities between the house typologies, the response in each case
is unique; in a sense opportunistic, bound up with context, client and thought. We value consistency, hence despite the individual
circumstances, there is an appreciable tone to the work.
We give a lot of consideration to the seams, the relationship between the component parts, to dimension and detail. In the matter
of detail our preference is for this to remain somewhat underplayed, appreciable yet not immediately observed. Offering a place to
linger as it reveals itself slowly. Elements are often abstracted, materially identified within the whole. The pieces are unique, made
to measure. Like the shoe and the glove, it’s made for the foot or the hand that receives it. Yet, ultimately they are hybrids and like
imaginary animals they can have the body of one species, the head of another. This is part of their charm. We make in our own way,
and while things may stand independently of one another, they are not apart. In the end they should both read and work coherently.

fig. 08, 09

Henrietta Street, Dublin 1720 - Entrance Hallway and Drawing Room
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John Berger - and our faces, my heart, brief as photos, 1984 - Ch.02 ‘Here’ P 64 - Bloomsbury
Alessandra Cianchetta & Enrico Molteni Skira - Alvaro Siza, Private Houses 1954-2004, 2004 - Alvaro Siza,’ Living a House’ P.09
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We are generally renewing, not conserving, in continuity with what is there already. Despite this, sometimes we have to give the

The Staircase

thing a good kick as nothing else will suffice. When it is required we don’t hesitate. As the greater part of the fabric of the city is
made up of houses, a place, where at least in the best of it, the governing dimension remains the span of a section of timber, to

Arnott Street is one of the many tightly packed terraced streets located between the Grand Canal and Harcourt street. An area of

participate in the continued formation and elaboration of the interior is consistent with the making of the city itself.

the city that was at one time synonymous with a large Jewish community that arrived in the latter part of the 19th century. At the
end of the street is No. 31 a modest, villa type dwelling, variants of which can be found elsewhere in the city. In 1911, the house was

Through all of this there is a repetition of characters. Motifs are repeated and emerge over and over again in differing configurations;

occupied by an English family from York: Mr. Charles Ferrar (a builder’s foreman), his wife Sophia, and their two children. Another

however, in detail they are rarely the same. Each time they are crafted, conditioned by their specific circumstances. The door, the

young couple, John Hopkins (a stonemason), his wife Gertrude and father also boarded there. The house consists of an upper ground

staircase, the courtyard, the groundwork, the table, the under-croft, the glazed-screen, the lining, the terrace, and the light-well,

floor over a basement level, which as is the case here, is usually set a half level below ground. It is constructed of Dublin limestone

amongst others, all play their part; back of house, understudy or supporting cast at times offered the leading role. The house is the

with the more visible upper section of the front elevation faced in a wig jointed,33 red brick. A flight of external granite steps leads

stage for life, for inhabitation; an accommodation in the theatre of the city.

to the fanlight doorway, to the right of which a single large bay window addresses the street. A delightful house type, its principal
pleasure lies in the unforeseen generosity of the interior rooms, a spatial amplification entirely unanticipated when viewed from the
outside.

The following is a brief account of some of the projects that have been realised by Boyd Cody Architects within the fabric of the city.

Following entry, a room, proportionately a cube approximately 4x4x4m, is located immediately on the right hand side. The height

All of them involve the re-working or occasionally the removal of an existing building. A new fiction is therefore woven in tandem

in the room is achieved by borrowing space from the overhead A-framed roof lurking behind the front parapet. The hallway leads

with the old, to project another story, part of the endless accumulation of memory and material fact that constitutes the city. What

directly onto two half-flights of stairs, one up and the other down, an extension of the stone steps rising from the street. The hallway

is ensured is the continuity of inhabitation. So, from the archive of the built:

is the landing. Every room in the house is located on a different level served off of the returning staircase. The walls are lined with
shelves and books and have the makings of a small library. The short flights encourage an easy sense of movement and circulation.
This lends a pleasing labyrinthine quality to the interior as you’re constantly inclined to forget the relationship with the street outside
while you’re momentarily lost in the topography of the place. This is a quality I often admire in cities; the antithesis of the legibility
afforded by the rational order of the grid. The lesson of the house is not forgotten and would later be deployed in several proposals.
A half-flight down leads to a room facing into the rear courtyard bounded by high limestone walls, off which we located a long,
narrow, galley kitchen against the neighbouring boundary. A black, polished concrete floor folds up to form the counter-top before
dropping again to run seamlessly out into the courtyard. The one material extends both inside and out. Large glazed screens slide
back to be concealed within their receiving pockets. A shaded cavern, half in, half out emerges below the street, providing an
introspective pause, before the stairs continues on its way to the deepest and darkest level of the house. At the top of the house, in
contrast, a linear roof-light floods the stair corridor with light.

33

fig. 10
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Wig jointed - is a distinctive Irish pointing technique that emulates the visual aesthetic of English tuck pointing. It differs to English tuck
in that the ribbon and stopping material are a homogenous material formed in single application and a colour mortar the wigging is
applied over to give definition to the ribbon, a unifying ‘colour washing’ of facade brickwork was also commonly applied.

Old Parliament Building, College Green, Dublin 1729 - South Colonnade
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The Door
Hanover Lane is one of the many narrow pedestrian thoroughfares that sit within the shadow of Christchurch Cathedral and occupies
the sloping ground between High Street and the river. At the junction with John Dillion street is a small, single storey, end of terrace
artisan-dwelling. This modest two-roomed house, no more than 30m2, was built at the end of the nineteenth century and served as
a worker’s cottage. It is typical of the neighbouring terraces: accommodation for labourers and minor clerks drawn to the area by the
many traditional industries that historically operated there. In 1911, it was the home of the O’Hagan family, headed by Patrick (a hall
porter), his wife Julia (a seamstress), their four young children, and a boarder. An urban dwelling fronting directly to the street, the
small yard to the rear was the only associated private external space. Given the density of occupation and lack of accommodation,
the street acted as an extension to the house, an external living room or communal parlour. Early photographs from the period show
the front doors open, life spilling onto the street outside; the threshold fluid between inside and out.
When we first visited the house it was in a state of relative dilapidation, the rooms gloomy, walls bearing the evidence of decades
of overpainting in minor interior adjustment. An addition had been built to the rear to provide a small kitchen. We gutted it all and
kept the shell, took out the central chimney and blocked up the front door; replacing it with a matching window. Then we built
out the entirety of the yard to provide a kitchen, bathroom and entrance hall, in the form of a linear passageway, each one in turn
opening to the other in enfilade. A seam runs down the back wall of the original house, separating it from the new accommodation.
It could be viewed as a line of meeting. Beneath the original A-framed roof the floor is timber and walls are plastered and painted
white. At the intersection the floor changes to terrazzo, a functional choice as the area is largely a wet zone while simultaneously
it demarcates the footprint of the original yard; a material adjustment mirrored by the glazed roof overhead. The terrazzo folds
up the wall to align with the datum of the internal doorways and the soffit of the rendered down-stand beam, cast to support the
roof above. This datum pivots around the room, setting the height for a long light-box that runs the length of it, forming part of a
0.6m deep, black, polished formica block that accommodates a kitchen, a bath, and a bench on entry. One material, one colour,
and a place for cooking, washing and sitting. The addition of satin anodised aluminium doors and mirrors along the back wall create
multiple reflections and invite a sense of interior expansion: an internal kaleidoscope of sky, wall, and floor.
The original doorway is invisibly mended by way of careful insertion of a matching brick panel, window, and granite cill leaving no
trace of the previous address of the house. We opened another doorway instead and turned the inside back to front. Outwardly,
there remains little evidence of an interior re-ordering other than the new anodised aluminium entrance door to the lane. At its foot
the terrazzo floor seeps out and pools in a couple of polished steps searching for the pavement. To the right a small urban gesture
in the form of a shoe scraper is cast into the terrazzo base. This detail, once ubiquitous across the city, is reinterpreted here; a
recollection that prompts a sense of connection to place: an invitation to participate.

fig. 11
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Hanover Lane, Dublin - Foot Scraper and Fixing Detail
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The Courtyard
Temple Cottages is a row of small, two-storey, terraced houses consisting of a single room downstairs and two small bedrooms
above. A cul-de-sac, it faces into the generous rear garden of the Kings Inns, one of the city’s law libraries. The main recreational
space, with front doors left casually open to let in the sun, is this quiet south facing street. To the rear, a small service yard is set
below the level of the lane, overlooked by a large mansion block. In 1911, No. 3 was the home of Owen Coffey (a storekeeper),
his wife Bridget and their eight young children. Next-door were William Goggin (a brass finisher), his wife Mary, and their eight
children. At No. 5 were Mary Delahunty and her three older children, Thomas (a cooper) and Julia and Katie (both dressmakers). In
all the three houses accommodated twenty-four people. Over time, the houses would be acquired by one family, with the intention
of combining them into a single household. As the houses were in various states of disrepair we responded by removing the nonloadbearing internal partitions and clandestine additions, stripping everything back to the primary structural walls. To the rear two
small additions were made: one single and the other two storey, in between a void. To the front there is no intimation of the new
alterations inside, and the three doors continue to open to the sun; the only concession being a pair of secondary hinged, opaque
glass screens set behind for privacy (should it be required). Urban portholes that open to the lush, green garden beyond.
Across the back of the house are three rooms of equal dimension, a kitchen, a courtyard (the void), and a studio; each occupies the
footprint of the original yards. The floor is paved in granite and extends uninterrupted from party wall to party wall, combining with
frameless glass screens to create the illusion of a seamless flow between inside and out. Along the rear wall a ribbon of cast concrete
folds to form (in turn): a table, a flight of steps leading to the lane and a kitchen counter-top, this is a uniting thread stitched across
the three rooms. The walls of the rooms are painted white. The courtyard has a natural render finish in keeping with the rest of the
exterior. A dash of burnt orange formica applied to the kitchen and studio cabinets lends a bit of zest. After we have left, Robert
(our client) paints the wall of the courtyard white, uniting all three spaces, and mounts the head of a river god to the wall. Edged
with plants, the old service yard that once echoed with the cries and laughter of half a dozen young children calmly converts to an
intimate reflecting pool: a sliver of silver granite stillness in the city.

fig. 12
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Temple Cottages, Dublin - Internal Courtyard and River God Head
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The Groundwork
No. 25 St. James once formed the two-storey, rear return of a much larger property facing onto Hollybrook Park, an affluent area
of the city developed in the middle of the nineteenth century, with the arrival of the first rail lines and housing a large Methodist
population. In 1911, the house was occupied by Mr. George Healy (a Justice of the Peace), his son John (a Rector), daughter Mary,
and two domestic servants, Annie and Isabella. Sometime later, the sub-division of the main dwelling left the return house isolated;
it was single aspect and without a garden. As it is buried to the rear of the original structure, entrance is by way of a communal
courtyard shared with several other buildings. We were asked to make a small 50m2, single-storey addition to the side of the existing
house, to accommodate the growing needs of a couple and their three young daughters.
Most of the city’s houses begin with a strategy for organising the ground. In the most elaborate, a warren of brick-vaulted coal cellars
and basement rooms occupy a subterranean world supporting not only the house but the street and pathways above. Even the most
modest fashion moats, (hybrid constructions of retaining wall and light-well) to keep groundwater at bay; the civil infrastructure of
the domestic. The proposal starts with an excavation for a single room that is park sunken, part level, and part raised; a concrete
casting made on top, ascending from 0.75m below grade to 0.90m above. This groundwork is a permanent, immovable marking of
territory. The wall folds to form a table along its leading edge and broad, slow steps make the necessary adjustments in level. On top,
a lighter, intermediate construction of glazed screens and rendered walls materialises. The roof, a garden, levitates above. A single
large opening is made through the gable wall of the old house and the timber floor extends a long, narrow tongue to lick the room,
forming the kitchen countertop (an extension of the elevated living room floor), along which the cat walks up and down. In the
afternoon, the girls sit down in their polished hollow, homework arranged haphazardly along the concrete table, itself the extended
floor of the ground outside.

fig. 13
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St. James, Clontarf, Dublin - Groundwork Inside and Outside
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The Table
No. 10 Richmond Place was a modest, single storey cottage located just beyond the canal at Rathmines Bridge, built sometime in the
latter half of the nineteenth century. It sat uncomfortably on the small site, itself an awkward triangular parcel of land left over from
a prior subdivision of the long, narrow neighbouring plots, by a curved access route to serve new development. It was bounded by
a busy road and separated by a high limestone wall that shadowed the house, rendering the interior dark and uninviting. A small
garden to the front was the only recreation space. In 1911, it was the home of George Aungier (a house painter), his wife Kathleen
and a boarder by the name of Judith, who was a dressmaker. When we first visited, the inside was dilapidated, dank and dark. Given
the limitations of the site and the poverty of the original construction we demolished it to begin the story again.
The small house, 100m2, is built with a yellow stock brick drawn directly from the tone and texture of the neighbouring terraces. The
ground floor extends to cover the greater part of the site, adopting the geometry of the curve of the road, where it posits a solid,
stout brick wall. Starting with a concrete groundwork, cast in part 0.75m below grade, there rises a fireplace and hearth to hold the
centre ground with the attendant spaces of kitchen, living room and entrance spiralling around it. The tight entrance space acts as
a pausing interval between the roof-lit, dog-leg stairs returning up the back of the house and the wide concrete steps that descend
into the sunken living room. On the upper floor two bedrooms and a bathroom complete the accommodation.
The concrete floor of the living room turns up 0.75m before folding once along one side of the room to form an extended concrete
table: a permanent offering of the house. On top of the table is a large glass screen and venting panel facing to the small, enclosed
garden outside. Above, the deep overhang of the upper floor shelters the adjacent entrance path while shading the table from
the excesses of the setting sun. An invitation is extended to sit and work at a window to the city that is at once both partly open
and sheltered from the world outside, as it occupies the in-between, an elaboration of the seam between inside and out. At both
entrances, front and rear, two deep, covered recesses, continue this conversation. Above at the top of the stairs another fixed table,
this time formed in oak, opens to the roof-lit stairwell. It looks inward, a place of reflection: a little eddy, a hook of space raised
above the city floor, an inside retreat. The house is not a neutral container for objects and things. It is a fixed offering in space,
crafted with material and light. At its best it is neither purely functional nor overly aestheticised. It conforms to the requirements of
the body, adjusting to its dimension, accommodating its needs and moods. Old photographs, current reading, and music sheets litter
the table while a plant flourishes in the sun.

fig. 14
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Richmond Place, Dublin - Living Room and Concrete Table
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The Under-croft
No. 16 Burdett Avenue is a two-storey, two bay, terraced villa in Glasthule, a seaside suburb close to the old borough of Kingstown.
The house was built in the early part of the nineteenth century. Originally, the penultimate residence in the terrace, the removal of
the end dwelling in the 1960’s (to facilitate the widening of Marine Parade) left the gable with an unimpeded view of the coastline
from Scotsman’s Bay to Sandycove. In 1911, the house was occupied by a family of Quakers, Sophia Drowett, her son Albert,
daughter Caroline, Miela their nurse, and a servant by the name of Peres. They represented the middle class, which with the arrival
of the Kingstown railway in 1834, moved to the coastal suburbs to avoid the congestion of the city. Both the area and the railway line
were synonymous with, ‘The Society of Friends’ 34 such that the first locomotives were known colloquially as ‘Quaker Engines.’35
The house consists of an upper ground floor over a basement level that is set a half level below ground. It is constructed of local
granite. The more visible upper section of the house is finished in lime render. A flight of external granite steps leads to the fanlight
doorway either side of which is an up and down sash window. Inside the central hallway terminates in a narrow return staircase that
leads to the lower level. A generous garden wraps around the side of the house. We removed the old additions and reversed earlier
internal alterations. A two-storey addition was built to the rear exploiting the sea views; a kitchen and living room above, bedrooms
and utility space below. The perimeter of the new addition is characterised by a deep linear reveal: shading for the rooms inside,
privacy for the bedrooms. It is lined in a dark grey satin anodised aluminium, at once reflective and absorbing of light.
To the rear, in a small, shady courtyard, a short flight of broad granite steps recreates the intimacy of an amphitheatre as it descends
from the lane. The entrance itself is recessed deep under the body of the building. The under-croft is a minor proscenium; the
in-between place of the penumbra. Neither inside nor outside, it invites both interpretation and occasional occupation. The dark
aluminium lining draws away the last of the light such that the interior is no longer visible. In the atmosphere of emergent shadow
and isolation it acts as a respite from the bounty of light and view afforded by the room above.

34
35

fig. 15
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Quakers (or Friends) are members of a Christian group of religious movements generally known as the Religious Society of Friends
The involvement of Quakers in the Dublin and Kingstown Railway continued through the lifetime of the company. When they began to
manufacture their own locomotives - the first railway company in the world to do so - it was a Quaker, Richard Pim, who was the engineer
involved. One of his apprentices, Samuel Haughton, another Quaker, later looked after the building of engines. The involvement of these
engineers and the directors led to the locomotives on the Dublin and Kingstown line being known as Quaker engines.

Burdett Avenue, Glasthule, Co. Dublin - Under-croft and Amphitheatre
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The Glazed Screen
No. 28 Wellington Road is a three-storey terraced house on a long, narrow plot located near the Grand Canal in Dublin. These
housing estates were developed in the early part of the nineteenth century, with their wide thoroughfares and leafy gardens offering
an almost bucolic retreat for the affluent. In 1911, it was occupied by Mr. Arthur Andrews (a solicitor), his wife Oliviera, their young
son Ronald, Lizzie his nurse, and a servant named Bridget. This single bay house is approached by a long, narrow gravel path, at the
end of which a flight of granite steps leads to the piano-nobile. The upper two floors of the front elevation are faced in a soft red
brick, with a lime render finish applied to the basement level below and elsewhere to the rear.
The generous entrance hallway accommodates a stairwell that rises through the house serving an assembly of light filled, highceilinged rooms, each lit from ample up and down sash windows, with their attendant deep shutter boxes, and moulded architrave
dressing. A mosaic of old antique glass shimmers in the panes making up each sash, aberrant distortions, reflections and refractions
of light. Later in the nineteenth century, with the development of float glass, it would become fashionable to replace them with a
single pane, a modification often reserved solely for the front window of the piano-nobile, due to the associated cost and its role as
the public room of the house.
Later, our own modest intervention to the rear exploits the advances in glass technology made during the twentieth century. The
entire end wall of the extended rear return is glazed floor to ceiling, employing fixed double-glazed units with a concealed frame,
thereby exposing the interior to the garden beyond and co-joining inside and out. Here, for a moment: the mass of the wall, the
opening aperture, the angled play of timber shutters, the orchestrated shaft of light, the interiority of rooms, are replaced by this
intimation of a seamless continuity. Thresholds fade, dissolve away and the city becomes an interior. In tandem with this thinking
the overhang of the roof becomes a necessary adjustment to the now posed, but as yet unresolved, question of shadow; the umbra,
penumbra, and the antumbra, drumbeat antimatter of light.

fig. 16
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Wellington Road, Dublin - Glazed Screen and Overhang
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The Lining
Bayview, Sorrento Heights, is a small two-storey house built in the latter half of the 20th century and one of a pair that cut into
a steeply sloping site fronting directly to the local access road. Externally the houses were rendered and painted white, the front
elevation characterised by shallow inset balconies. Located on a populated hillside in Dalkey, the steep, raised side garden provided
views of Dublin Bay. The house was the subject of several interventions; the first to the side, followed later by a modification of the
original front elevation and finally, the insertion of an additional floor on the roof.
Through all the modifications a singular material consistency of timber liner and plastered walls was maintained. An oiled teak
landscape spills down through the house, cladding locally the ceiling, walls, and floor. Elsewhere, a series of recessed timber boxes
form internal balconies, the entrance porch, and deep lined reveals. The tactile warmth and the muffle of the interior contrast with
the stark white render of the outside. The timber liner is employed again and again, in whole or in part for the absorption of light, of
sound or the setting of a place apart, distinct from the other: holding a space in stasis, arresting time.

fig. 17
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Bayview, Sorrento Heights, Dublin - Timber Lining and Opening
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Terrace
No. 4 Harcourt Terrace is a three-storey over basement, stucco house that forms part of an elegant Regency terrace built in the
middle of the nineteenth century in the centre of Dublin. The houses form part of a larger architectural ensemble. Each pair links
to its neighbour by a single-storey pavilion, incorporating a colonnade of engaged Doric columns. Uniquely for Dublin the entrance
is through a fanlight doorway located on the ground floor. A discrete flight of granite steps descends in front of the entrance to
the basement level below. In 1911, it was occupied by Mr. George Whiteside (a Poor Law Officer), his wife Margaret, sons Donald,
Hamilton and Harry (all clerks), his daughter Flora, and a servant by the name of Mary.
In the eighteenth century the term ‘terrace’ referred to the formation of the ground level in preparation for receiving the building,
as much as it did to the serial arrangement of the buildings themselves. As well as restoring the original residence to good order, we
undertook a modification of the adjacent, single storey pavilion to connect the upper ground floor and basement of the house with
the rear garden (set about 1.5m below the entrance level). The floor of the new kitchen and family room are set over two levels
0.6m apart. The latter extends out into the garden before cascading down to a lower terrace and then stepping quietly into the
garden. This lower terrace in turn links with the half-landing of the basement staircase, accessed by a glazed doorway inserted into
the external brick wall. The interlocking terraces are cast in concrete with a polished, white terrazzo finish. The terrazzo runs back
inside to encounter the orange vinyl floor of the kitchen. To the front, a single, terrazzo threshold step is the sole intimation of the
shifting levels beyond. The white plinths draw the rooms of the house out into the exterior, forming an elevated perch from which to
view the arboreal playground to the rear. In conception this is an extension of the original terrace formation.

fig. 18
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Harcourt Street, Dublin - Terrazzo Plinth and Garden
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The Lightwell
No. 107 Ringsend Park is a modest, two-storey, semi-detached house built in the 1930’s. The dwelling is located in an old area of the
city, outside the mediaeval walls, next to the docks. In the fifteenth century, after English conquest and settlement, it became known
as Irishtown. It fronts onto the river Liffey and at the rear overlooks Ringsend Park. In addition to refurbishing the house we added a
two-storey addition to the rear, to provide a new kitchen and dining room on the ground floor and a bedroom and bathroom above.
To the side, the addition slips past the volume of the existing house to sneak a view of the river, through a small window placed at
the end of the kitchen counter.
Between new and old, a vertical lightwell draws a shaft of light deep into the plan, illuminating the staircase and associated
passageway leading to the living room. This is an internal demarcation, of the otherwise discrete, revised point of entry in the new
ground floor arrangement. Lined in timber internally, externally the rear addition is expressed as a tube of milled aluminium. Zenithal
light invokes another atmosphere in the house, another dimension.

fig. 19
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Ringsend Park, Dublin - Light and Void
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PUZZLE
During the PRS process I examined and reflected on key moments or experiences, gained in different places that have contributed to
my own architectural preoccupations. A broad and varied range of experiences were explored from sketching and drawing, to time
spent in the office of Alvaro Siza Viera in Portugal, to the writings of Jorge Luis Borges and other writers. At the time they were passed
through the prism of one completed work in order to further map out and distil a territory of interest. What transpired is probably best
summarised as a developing interest in the correlation between how things are made, and how they are made-up.
A recollection of visits to a number of Siza’s houses led to an observation about the manner in which projects are always held as
abstract or fictional accounts as much as built realities. The observation is that the underplayed, the unrevealed, the quiet detail can
be imbued with the deepest of meaning. Multiple fictions are constantly played out in the same space. The research goes on to frame
preliminary thoughts on the key concepts or constructs of ‘puzzle’, ‘fiction’, and ‘coding’. There is also the realisation of the hold or
purchase that a particular place can have on the imagination.
The act of building is a construction that is simultaneously both material and immaterial. Architects often dwell on the matter of how
they make objects, but generally neglect to project how it is they make things up. While people live in these material constructs the
architect is resigned to live with them. This is another type of occupation, another story. The following is not an attempt to form a
discussion around the formal properties of building rather it is an acknowledgment that all buildings are works of fiction with varying
layers of complexity and potential reading. My interest is in exploring that tension and in particular the creative space that emerges
between how things are made and how they are made-up.

fig. 20

48

Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Central Passage
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PRACTICAL FICTION
This book is a work of fiction. I made it up. Neither novels or their readers benefit from attempts to divine whether

There are moments when you draw close to a resolution, only to see it slip away as it fails to take purchase. Ultimately this

any facts hide inside a story. Such efforts attack the very idea that made up stories matter, which is sort of the

process of searching gives rise to the assignment of values through the building of an internal code; a set of rules allowing for the

foundational assumption of our species.

conversion of pieces of information into another form of representation, particular to each project. It becomes a benchmark by

36

which every decision can be qualified, allowing for the formation of a constellation of thought. The sensation is one of things first
To take us outside our normal frame of thinking a paradox can be employed. The paradox at the centre of the chosen title, Practical

moving randomly before falling into the orbit of one another and the individual parts exerting a gravitational pull. Finally, each

Fiction, underlines a core realisation that all buildings are made-up. They are both material and immaterial constructions. The

finds its particular place in the order of things, although the whole remains fluid. In a moment everything seems right. This can

pragmatic making of things is shadowed by another kind of invented making that is no less sincere, and importantly, no less real.

be more accurately described as an intensity of feeling, rather than a rational conclusion. Through the application of the code the

It asks us to consider the extent to which the making of things is not simply the outcome of applied skill, of objective fact and

underplayed, the quiet detail, can be imbued with the deepest of meaning. I always hold projects as abstract or fictional accounts, as

judgement. And beyond thinking and making, that inhabitation without an element of fiction reduces our occupation of space to

much as built realities. Multiple overlapping fictions play out in the same space.

a merely functional existence, which is to diminish our full possession and experience of place. Nor should we fall into the trap
of considering it as a simple binary relationship between the invented and the real. The construction of things is a story in itself.
Making involves several related fictions: the fiction of the architect, of site, of construction, of artefact, of inhabitation. A complex
layering of thought, action, and presence yields an artefact embedded with its own stories, imparting along its journey to becoming
a particular set of qualities, specificities, lending the final account a unique and individual precision of atmosphere. Whether these
stories ever get fully told is unnecessary; the memory of it is sufficient. One hopes that which is rich in becoming is enriched in being,
supporting in depth a fulfilling quality of inhabitation and place.
The question of architecture is in fact that of place, of the taking place in space. The establishment of a place that
didn’t exist until then and is in keeping with what will take place there one day, that is a place. As Mallarmé puts it,
‘ce qui a lieu, c’est le lieu.’37
The title alludes to the correlation identified between how things are made and how they are made-up; an appreciation that things
are made-up bestows on the act of making a particular kind of lightness. This lightness comes with being liberated from the everyday
expectations and exigencies of reality. This is the truth of all fiction, the best of which navigates freely the unconstrained imagination
while maintaining one foot in the theatre of the real. Combining the actual and the invented in a quiet, transformative way usurps
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the inevitable lethargy of reality. So it is that even the often dull and laborious execution can be co-opted into offering perspective:
lightening the load.
In making things I often find myself immersed in a puzzle of my own making. The constituent elements can be many and varied.
The more intriguing the puzzle the more engaged I often feel. It can be constituted by matters of programme, site, drawing, allusion
or reference, to name but a few. Some things are close to the problem at hand; others are unconnected and seemingly arbitrary
imports. The puzzle presents itself as requiring a solution and the search is usually executed through the medium of drawing. Its
inherent attributes, simultaneously employing both precision and quickness allow for a rapid and fluid interrogation of thoughts. It’s
often the case of drawing in lines, while thinking in pictures, the two processes are interconnected but not always in sync with each
another. They can both operate independently. A pencil line can take to the page before any value is assigned to it. Drawing is faster
than thinking, it operates out of memory and the hand decides.
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The Fault in Our Stars, John Green - 2012
Jacques Derrida - Architetture ove il Desiderio può Abitare, 1986 - Vol. No. 671 Domus
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TALISMAN
I recently went to visit Le Corbusier’s mother’s house on the shore of Lake Geneva, a beautifully crafted, beguiling short story of a
place. In discussing the house, its use of colour and material, the curator advised that recent scholarship had confirmed the Villa
Savoye 38 was not painted white when built, as originally thought, but yellow. At the time it struck me as quite extraordinary that a
building so emblematic of the Modern Movement, and of such relatively recent provenance could be more a matter of projection
than reality. The compelling narrative around the house, and Modernism itself, is of course a largely truncated fictional construction
and on reflection, the colour of the original house should come as no surprise. After all, when visiting the house, or indeed, any of
the architect’s buildings one is immediately struck by the incendiary use of colour. He also wrote extensively on the effect of colour
on our perception of space, the atmosphere of a room and on the emotional effect the application of colour could exercise over the
inhabitant. These observations were coded back into the buildings time and again.
Arising out of this revelation, the small house in Santo Tirso, with its intense yellow ochre exterior render, soft blue internal
courtyard and pale yellow fenestration appears less of a regional variant. The Antonio Carlos Siza House39 was built in Santo Tirso,
a small town near Porto, Portugal between 1976 -1978, in an intensely creative period for the architect, that included several other
family houses. Formally reticent when viewed from the street, the house is intriguing on many levels. The plan is predicated on the
typology of an inverted u-shaped courtyard, much favoured by the architect, yet it retains numerous idiosyncratic interventions and
an underlying complex geometry yielding unforeseen curves and angles. However, these are never wilful. They are hard won through
the endless close observation and intimate inventive study of space etched out of its corresponding context. Local intimacies, include
the soft rounding of the corners, the layering of the outer wall and joinery configurations; all exercised through construction. Locally,
articulate joinery elements are painted a muted yellow, which merges with the off-white, creamy internal walls as if a veil were laid
over the effort of it all, disguising the joints and the separateness of things. All of the elements, the component parts, are resolved
and fused with the same overwhelming intact reasoning of the architect, a depth of thought that seeps through the whole of the
house until it becomes saturated, pervading the very atmosphere of the place itself: a seamless, singular rendition. So that, however
much the overall composition of the plan appears dissonant and unconventional the spatial and temporal experience remains utterly
benign and wholly accommodating. There is something about this house once experienced that never leaves you: it fuses in your
brain. This is a house with its own code. It is my talisman.

38
39

Villa Savoye modernist villa in Poissy, outside Paris, France. Designed by Swiss architects Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret built between 1928 and 1931
Antonio Carlos Siza House - Architect Alvaro Siza - Santo Tirso, near Porto, Portugal - 1976 -1978

fig. 21
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Antonio Carlos Siza House, Santo Tirso, Portugal - Front View to Street
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A JOURNEY TO SANTO TIRSO
Walking through the basement, I noticed that the skylight that I had seen outside, with thick panes of glass
and iron grating, partly hidden by the branches of a cedar tree, was not visible from the inside. As if I were
involved in an argument with someone who insisted that the skylight was not real, that I dreamed it,
I went outside to see whether it was really there. 40
I had visited the small house, by Alvaro Siza Viera, some twenty-two years ago in 1994, a weekend that I recall also included a visit
to the Alves Costa house in Moledo da Minho. The house is one of those very few buildings that sits permanently in my memory,
the sensation of it on occasion recurring involuntarily. Something so compelling rests in the manner of its construction and inherent
character that it continues to persist in the imagination long after others have duly faded away. Yet sometimes it appears as if you
are only dreaming about it, that you never went there at all, as the precise matter of its detail, dimension of spaces, the tone of
its light, begin to fade. In the process of reflecting on our own body of work I somehow feel propelled to engage with the project,
and the urge to revisit the house is overwhelming. What is it about it that was and remains so tantalizing and captivating? After
much effort, the house is accessed and I returned at 3.00pm on Saturday the 28th January 2017, to see whether it was really there,
a journey that began some time before. The quality of this building cannot be described in any singular way other than to say that
what is discernible comes only through a direct experience of the building itself. The sensation is not transferable through drawing or
photographs. Once there it impinges upon you in a manner so arresting as to remain unforgettable. It resists categorisation.
The Antonio Carlos Siza House (1976 -1978) was built for Siza’s brother. Siza never built a house for himself, describing such an
adventure as requiring a journey into the self, one which he was unprepared to make. He describes the house as being something
outside of architecture, only truly authentic in its occupation and use; however, it’s possible to imagine this house as being somehow
built for himself, so intimate was his engagement with the building, that when sold some twenty years after its construction he
issued the new owner with a detailed inventory of colours and finishes and made himself available to initiate any changes. Why
should the architect remain so absorbed in a work created long before and seek the preservation of its detail down to the retention
of the colour of the doors and windows? The architect inhabits the house, through an invented code, transplanted to the building
in the process of its making: an inventory of thought so detailed and intimate as to impart to the building the very essence of its
atmosphere. What is summoned out of the ether, in the abstract, is archived in the building. The immaterial matter of the thing
invested in a built reality and in the inhabited intimacy of the creation itself. This building is experimental and it comes at a moment
of transition and flux in his work, when an immense concentration of effort, in what is a very modest programme, with limited
means and an uninspiring situation creates something transformative. To have access to the house is to be able to retrieve from
the archive of the built a direct recreation of process, a re-enactment of a sequence of thought. For the architect the coming of
the building holds a particular fascination. In construction nothing is casually observed or implemented, the colour of the internal
joinery, the walls, which in fact are shared with the house in Moledo da Minho, are as pertinent to the overall composition of a
condition as the atmospheric organisation of the plan.

I have never been capable of building a house, an authentic house. I am not referring to the design and
construction of houses a minor pursuit of which I’m still capable. 41

fig. 22, 23
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Adolfo Bioy Casares - The Invention of Morell, 1940 - P.17 - Editorial Losada
Alessandra Cianchetta & Enrico Molteni Skira - Alvaro Siza, Private Houses 1954-2004, 2004 - Alvaro Siza,’ Living a House’ P.09.
Siza notes that living in a real house is a full time occupation. The house authentic in use.

Antontio Carlos Siza House, Santo Tirso, Portugal - View of Living Room and Dining Room
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fig. 24, 25
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Antonio Carlos Siza House, Santo Tirso, Portugal - Courtyard
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fig. 26, 27

Antonio Carlos Siza House, Santo Tirso, Portugal - Courtyard
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The house is single storey although elevated above the street in a manner that suggests a two storey building. This is due to the

To draw is to know by hand. Out of the artist’s mind through the point of a pencil or pen comes proof that

steep incline of the site and resolved by the formation of two terraces, the lower of which is occupied by the house at about 1.8m

the world is solid, material. But the proof is never familiar. Every great drawing is like the map of a newly

above the street. The external form and massing witnessed from the street reveal little of the internal arrangement. A garage

discovered island. All great drawing is drawing by memory. 43

and boundary wall form the street edge. A solid metal gate opens to reveal a long, narrow external passageway, no more than
0.75m wide and bounded by high walls, leading to a set of steps that ascend to the made ground outside the house. The circuitous
route leaves the street behind, letting the house assert its own autonomous sense of place, somewhere apart from its immediate
surroundings. To enter by way of the kitchen one travels the full length of the house, then turn a corner to pass beneath the
overhanging roof and through a glazed door (the only direct light source in the room). Along the way an opening in the rendered
wall briefly introduces a shaft of space that cores its way through the internal organisation, offering the first intimation of the
courtyard at the centre of the plan. And before that a sliding metal door, set behind the depth of the outer wall, conceals a small
recessed external porch. Here, a timber bench straddles both inside and out. The glazed screen behind reveals quite suddenly and
momentarily the internal workings and order of what is otherwise a most intimate construction. A similar screen, forming the end of
the living room chimney breast, precipitates an exchange of reflections, fracturing a momentary spatial comprehension. Details and
material deployments are resolved locally, drawing lines of connection and the greater geometrical order into small acts of resolve.
This delivers a building of great complexity and subtlety that reveals itself only slowly. It is absorbed rather than understood.
Beyond the entrance the dwelling turns away from the street folding itself into the embrace of a central courtyard, a narrow cracklike fissure of external space intimate with the organisation of the house. Its varying geometry is derived from a series of overlapping
and rotating perspectival alignments that induce alternate sequences of convergence and divergence. These alignments preclude
the typological composure of the plan, fragmenting its order and completion. Invisible diagonal lines of projection control the
placement of walls and openings, creating a series of internal spatial relations and orientating the house to the remaining section
of the rear garden. To move is to slip between induced moments of compression and release; but here there is no simple overlap
of intent. Light seeps in through counterfactual openings, an aberration further complicated by a sectional shift in the ceiling level,
which although broadly aligned with the circulation space, causes a significant dissonant rupture to both living and dining spaces.
The consequence is an extraordinary expansion of space brought about by the shifting turns and volumetric relations orchestrated
between the rooms and the inner courtyard. Fleeting views, draw the eye beyond the immediate confines of the room, intriguing
intimations of light filled spaces beyond, the allure of the unknown. Travelling the length of the narrow crack of courtyard it finally
reduces itself to a mere crevice, forcing a turning of the body before releasing it to the open patio beyond dominated by the large
bay window, an outsized feature of one of the smallest rooms in the house.
Siza’s own account refers to the slow unravelling of the proposal, to the site complexities, to the failure of an earlier solution that
leads to the creation of a hybrid condition, to his simple desire to make a place for his brother in the sun, to the struggle for the
courtyard, to the orientation to the rear garden in a resolution of site, and to the paucity of materials.42 The related sketches and
drawings attest to the struggle for resolution, the final outcome a testament to the massing and formal control of the sculptor, the
director of lines, the purveyor of volumes, to the resolver of material and detail. The project is won through drawing, by the constant
searching point of the pencil. At the end of it all, the architect has dreamed into being a fictional account of mesmerising complexity
and ingenuity, now partly forgotten hidden away in a plot off of a small, quiet street. Can the architect ever forget?
fig. 28

42
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Interview Alvaro Siza Bauwelt no.29/30 1990

43

Antonio Carlos Siza House, Santo Tirso, Portugal - Access Steps Leading from Street

John Berger - Berger on Drawing, 2005 - ‘Janos Lavin’s Diary’, P.102 - Occasional Press
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THE HOUSE OF FICTION
The good house should neither be a product of mere function; a distillation of ergonomics and economy on the one hand nor so

The Infinite House

overtly aestheticised on the other so as to preclude its ongoing inhabitation. All houses are made up; they are acts of fiction, in truth

The diagram of the house, evident in early sketches, suggests a place that incrementally stretches to infinity, one metre at a time.

a house is made up of many fictions and competing realities. The following is my account of the fictional realities of one such house.

The flanking walls are solid and remain blank while all cross-walls are glazed. Each interval results in an increase in height of 0.15m

It is both a manual of fiction and a short compendium for building and occupation.

as the floor steps in sync with the outside ground; an assembly of spaces, or rooms, where two dimensions remain in measured
flux while the third is fixed. In the abstract of the diagram it remains homeless, like a thread of beads you can begin and end at any

A man is wandering alone in the universe. Although he has been travelling for some time, unknown to him he isn’t very far from the

point. At one point only, in this sliver of infinity, is it perfectly square (15mx15m), a point of stasis in the continuum, thereafter the

point where he set out. Eventually he ventures upon a great chasm in the landscape, a fissure riven through the earth, stretching to

founding rule results in the re-orientation of the room, as it shifts on its axis, now longer than it is wide. Eventually this results in

infinity in both directions. Stepping up to the edge he peers downwards, deep into the abyss and ponders the means by which he

a single room where the Y dimension is of such indeterminate length and the Z dimension of such inconceivable height that both

could gain passage. Still in reverie, a troll appears from underneath a nearby boulder and announces safe crossing on the solving of

remain beyond the measure of man. Only the X dimension, at 8.5m, remains constant, tangible and subject to measure. There is

the following riddle.

no possibility of inhabitation. You are standing in the depth of the abyss. The landscape, with its unbridgeable chasm, sits inside
the riddle and the riddle sits inside the diagram. The end is the beginning, and the question is in the answer. Sitting in the room of

It is finite but stretches to infinity, the most powerful movement is not foretold, is as much outside as inside,

the house during the quiet of an evening, an occupant might find their mind attempting to wrestle with its implicit arrangement.

it has rooms but is but one, has no doors except one and is formed from one line that cannot be broken.

From the small fragment that is built they could deduce the underlying incremental order and from this potentially extrapolate the
structure of the whole. Then they too might find themselves travelling alone in the universe whereupon they encounter the fissure

He sets a fire and falls into a long sleep when he awakes he lifts one of the charred, smouldering twigs from the fire and draws in one

in the landscape.

continuous line a figure in the sand. The troll is no longer to be seen and the chasm has disappeared. He continues on his travels.
Later he would build the house from blocks and mortar.

While inside a house you can be delivered to a place outside of yourself (a fact that reinforces the belief that the original traveller
might never have left the house in the first instance). This is, in part, the role of all good houses, they should be capable of
transporting you somewhere else.
An Asymptotic Junction
The five bays of the house slide past one another, creating a series of courtyards and rooms. In the fiction of the diagram each bay
is autonomous, moving independently along its X-axis. In their final resting state they stand in steady alignment without overlap,
touching only at a point. This connection is tenuous and weak.
The demands of making don’t permit the fiction of the diagram to persist. Construction and the exigencies of forming an enclosure
preclude a nomadic existence and require engagement. In execution, each consecutive bay overlaps by 0.165m, a dimension derived
from the width of the timber window mullions. This active overlap aligns with a shift in section, as the floor level drops each time
by 0.15m. In the ceiling above a corresponding recess 0.165m wide is formed, disrupting the surface continuity while alluding to a
desired state of independence. The shadow of the recess regains momentarily the illusion of autonomy between the constituent
parts. Each is inset with an up-lighter, providing night-time illumination to what is paradoxically the site of both co-joining and
separation. This line of contact between each consecutive bay simultaneously attempts to maintain the fiction presented in the
conceiving diagram while revealing to us the incompatibilities between it and the act of making.
This maintenance of a dividing seam between consecutive rooms necessitates the structural timbers that form the roof and span
in the long dimension onto receiving walls. This orientation of the beams in the constant x dimension of the house (8.5m) ensures
that all are equivalent in both length and depth and equally that every wall is structural and carries an equivalent load relative to its
length. This even distribution of the loading across the structure ensures economy is eschewed in the maintenance of the fictional
account of order and balance. The orientation of the structure permits the lateral glazed walls that face into the courtyards, to rise
above the roof structure such that externally the roof has an expressed depth equivalent to the thickness of the receiving wall.
The maintenance of a visual and dimensional continuity between roof and wall takes precedence over the truthful expression of
the structural depth of the roof. It permits the glazed walls to sail past the internal ceiling. This slippage reconfirms the apparent
independence and autonomy of each bay, when viewed internally, through a realised disassociation between it and the timber frame
of the transparent envelope.
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fig. 29

Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - The Line Drawn in the Sand
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The timber mullion is buried into the wall such that only the glazing remains evident. The external render, with its rough, even

In an old converted handball alley, in the neighbouring village, a meteorologist conjures up atmospheres: sun-saturated canvasses,

texture, applied to the exterior of the wall returns to envelop the internal gable. The material articulation therefore expresses the

landscapes of haze and ephemeral mists. I paid a visit to the studio once and found my tree lying against the internal gable wall

full depth of the wall construction ignoring the threshold between inside and outside in order to reinforce the elemental integrity

among a stack of other canvases. Bernadette Kiely 44 explains, with the precision of an alchemist, that this fusion of charcoal and

and singularity of the wall. This suppression of the timber frame, buried into the surrounding construction of floor, wall and roof is

water is drawn solely out of that which it represents, yet neither the figure nor the technique employed in its making are the subject

such that the threshold between the interior and exterior remains un-delineated and blurred. This ensures that along this seam of

matter, its content. That alone is assigned to the temporary play of molecules in light, a momentary fusion that drives the blurring of

inconsistency there is offered a moment of insight.

boundaries. I brought the tree home and placed it on an easel, an addition to the ‘precision of atmosphere’, percolating through the
house. It’s neither of the inside nor the outside, at least not properly and in this way it shares something with the spirit of the place.

The Diagonal

You could say that the tree has been planted.

A series of orthogonal rooms of varying height, defined by parallel walls and a central axis that forms an efficient linking promenade
constitute the body of the house. Given the composition of the rooms it was unexpected the diagonal should emerge as the most

Supporting Walls

powerful vector. Never accounted for, it appears only in the realisation and never in the abstraction of the drawing. Sitting in the

The tree couldn’t be placed on the wall as the rules don’t permit it. The walls are only burdened with the duty of enclosure and

room, the eye is drawn immediately into the adjacent volume through the concentration of the shared aperture, guided by the

the support of the roof and their responsibilities should neither be confused nor diluted. To hang the tree on the wall would be to

altering temperature of the light. A conversation flits back and forth, ricocheting across the plan. The static spatial organisation is

confirm the convention of dressing the wall in the pursuit of an inside. In this house the interior is not isolated from the exterior, a

broken by a movement unforetold. Some stories keep their secrets until the very end.

fact confirmed by the concrete floor that runs seamlessly from inside to out, between room and courtyard. The house has no inside.
By the same logic there are no internal non-load bearing partitions, no subdivision or delineation of rooms. Only external, outside

The Missing Room

walls are permitted to demarcate the zone of inhabitation.

The arrangement of five consecutive bays, each incrementally wider by one metre, is punctuated by a partially completed ground
work that forms the foundation of the sixth room, terminated at floor level. This missing room conforms to the progressive

Colour

dimensional order of the plan and temporarily houses a raised garden. At the other end of the house, the first bay is uninhabited.

The house is dressed in shades of grey, which is considered more suited to the local climate with its overcast skies and penetrating

The lateral glazed wall is omitted and the table-like structure addresses the entrance-courtyard, providing shelter over the only

low, winter sun generating deep, elongated shadows. In its muted coat it bleeds with the landscape rather than announcing itself

doorway to the house. These partially completed fragments, that bookend the structure, should be considered a further intimation

or stepping forward; shadows are softened and reflections muted. The rough, textured, sand and cement render (3502-Y) applied

to the interested observer to ponder the consequences of the endless iteration of the order of the house by alluding, as they do,

to the exterior walls wraps the gable ends before turning and shifting to a gypsum plaster of the same colour (dove grey) that lines

to the incomplete state of the overall composition. This absence is in part an acknowledgement of the missing tower block in the

the interior so that only the subtle shift in texture announces the change of plane. A searching shaft of light or an unprompted stoke

School of Architecture, Porto, by Alvaro Siza, a completed ground work that mirrors the footprint of the adjacent blocks, inviting

of the hand across the surface, might highlight the difference. Elsewhere a series of rugs populate the floors; solids of lime, olive,

completion while simultaneously acknowledging that the work itself is always incomplete.

conifer green and clay they are drawn out of the immediate landscape. This same palette is replicated throughout the house. Only
in the interior of the cupboards, in the counter veneers applied to the back to the doors, is there a vibrant splash of burnt orange

The Internal Courtyard

revealed when the doors are opened. It’s unknown as to whether this remains when the doors are closed.

The bathroom occupies a place in the plan that should rightfully be designated as an external courtyard in accordance with the
order of the chequerboard pattern extending throughout the house. To maintain the legibility and presumption of a void, the roof

The Garden

is continuously glazed overhead and the same rough, textured render used on the exterior of the building is applied to the internal

The house sits in a room in the landscape - a great bowl of land surrounded by low mountain ranges. A garden is found tended close

walls. The polished concrete floor extends seamlessly to the exterior. A mirror is fixed to the narrow gable end-wall such that it

to the house itself, a cultivated interval between it and the broader agricultural landscape. This could be viewed as a diminution

reflects the room to infinity, and when the entrance door is open it reflects the exterior: simultaneously, a visual pun and mimetic

of its assumed nomadic existence. Some consider it an inducement to stay while others have concluded that the garden forms an

reference to the open ended, courtyards of the house.

integral part of the general schema. They have observed that the order of the garden is derived from the house itself; confirmation
that it didn’t precede the construction and an indication that it remains central to the overall conception. To the east, a series of

The Missing Tree

small gardens adopt the rhythm of the consecutive bays, a repetition of beech lined enclosures, between the house and the narrow

The footprint of the missing room forms a slightly elevated garden in what was assumed to be a small parcel of cultivated ground,

lane that forms the boundary. To the west is a copse of trees and ground cover and to the north the original native hedgerow is

proper to the house. It was always intended to have been planted with a tree, perhaps an oak. In time it would act like an anchor,

reinforced; to the south is a lawn and a wild grass meadow. Elsewhere plants crowd the courtyards, showy spectators gaping into

you might even imagine that the house had grown up around it; the homeless diagram chained in-situ. The tree however has, for

the rooms. Camelias, hydrangeas and ilex dress for the season, providing an endless drifting palette of colour, texture, and structure.

some inexplicable reason, never been planted.

As cultivation continues and the garden matures so the autonomous identity of the house begins to fade. In putting down roots the
memory of its otherness dissipates. This is true of all migrants. In time it might even be forgotten that its origin wasn’t here but in
the mind of the architect.
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Bernadette Kiely is a contemporary Irish artist. Elected a member of Aosdána in 2007
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Light
Light is a constant companion of the house, appearing with diurnal repetition and ritual ebb and flow. The house is itself a gnomon
casting mutating shadows in the heel of the sun, hunting it down as it shifts across the sky. Elsewhere, shafts of light splutter deep
into the furthest recesses momentarily illuminating hidden corners, reflecting and refracting off of surfaces: tinted highlights
amongst the dark. Orphan reflections are a source of intrigue silently appearing seemingly from nowhere to enjoy a brief sparkling
existence before slipping away in quiet retreat. They will return. In the full force of the midday sun blinds are drawn and the house
retreats into an even luminous glow, muted by the grey patina applied to the walls. North-facing glazed screens remain open to the
courtyards and here the light is bounced off of the alternate bays and reverses into the house, catching you unaware from behind.
Shadows are inverted; the house momentarily catapulted into the wrong hemisphere.
At night, when light sleeps, there is instead the soft illumination provided by the uplighters that demarcate the transition between
rooms. The intense light of the courtyards pervades the general gloom of the house, a reversal of the equilibrium that reigns during
the day. At times only the light of the exterior illuminates the rooms: confirmation the house has an interior but no inside. Watching
the play of light in the room is reminiscent of the transcendent display in the atrium of the museum of Contemporary Art in Santiago
de Compostela on the 24th of April 1995, a day when white marble was turned into pools of water in a refractive dance of light as
stone was liquefied and dark, floating bodies were called upon to cast their long shadows over aqueous floors. The hours of drawing
and detailing of matter, the toil and sweat in the effort of its construction evaporated in a cycle of sunlight. (See section ‘Light in a
Room’ in chapter 1).
Does it Matter
But does it matter? I hear you ask. Is it worth the effort of it all? Well, I’ve cast around in my head and I can only say this, on
occasion, I’ve lain on the bed in the third bay in the early morning facing west; the room is considerably longer than it is wide, the
ceiling low and there are oblique views left and right to the space used as a dining room and the kitchen. Both stretch into the
distance. I catch a glimpse of the tree in the space beyond, the inside out. The dimensions and ensuing sense of extension are such
that it induces a sensation of floating in the world. The rising sun has come from behind and bathed the rooms in a delicious light. It
reflects off the floor onto the ceiling. It is an airy, fresh, newborn light, with silver trinkets. In the evening I sit in the chair at the end
of the dining table and read, facing east. The tree is to my back. The light in the room is low, a single luminaire overhead illuminates
the pages through the gloom. Outside the internal courtyard is bathed in an intense artificial light. The faded, gossamer heads of
hydrangeas shift ever so gently in a slight breeze; shadows cast to the ground spill onto the floor. Beyond I can see the bedroom
and the space used as a living room. The space of the latter is generous, in the half-light seemingly cavernous. Everywhere is quiet,
a soothing sound all of its own. The landscape outside has receded, a silhouette of purple tones and only that of the near interior
remains legible. I’m enveloped in the muted colour of the gloam. In these moments, the construction of this world, the order of
things, feels authentic, the habit and ritual of daily life housed. Here there is an accommodation. The fiction of inhabitation rhymes
with the story that the architect has told.
fig. 30
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Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - The Room in the Landscape
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fig. 31

Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Dining Room Looking East, The Light Recess

fig. 32, 33

Bedroom Looking West

Practical Fiction PUZZLE

Practical Fiction PUZZLE

68

69

fig. 34

Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Dining Room Looking West, The Missing Tree

fig. 35, 36

Dining Room Looking East
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fig. 37

Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Living Room Looking East, The Blinds Drawn

fig. 38, 39

Living Room Looking East

Practical Fiction PUZZLE

Practical Fiction PUZZLE

72

73

fig. 40

Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Central Passage Looking South, The Shaft of Light

Fig. 41, 42

Living Room Looking West
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fig. 43

Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Central Passage Looking North, The Five Bays

fig. 44, 45

Dining Room Looking East
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fig. 46

Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Bathroom Looking East, The Internal Courtyard

fig. 47, 48

North and East Courtyards
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REMEMBERING BORROMINI
It was the evening of the 20th of January 2002. In the late afternoon Mr. Murphy had retired to his study and spent the ensuing hours
browsing through the bookshelves. He sat at the table near the window enjoying the last low, searching light of a winter sun. It
overlooked the small central courtyard such that with both relative ease and no indiscretion he could survey the comings and goings
in the kitchen beyond. As a spent sun drifted over the horizon and night drew quickly in around him the warm incandescent glow of
the desk lamp was the only light source in the room. In this artificial twilight the books lining the walls drifted into the shadows and
soon the room expanded beyond its physical dimensions. Periodically, he would lean back in his chair and run his finger across the
spine of the books behind him, randomly selecting volumes to be brought to the table.
Among them are the Evils of Revolution by Edmund Burke, two bound copies by Thomas Paine, The Rights of Man and Common
Sense; Landscape over Zero, a volume of poetry by the Chinese poet Bei Dao and the Swing in the Middle of Chaos, by Slyvia
Fisherova. These would soon be joined by the complete works of John Keats, and a hardback edition of the work of the architect
Francesco Borromini, a gift from his own architect on the recent completion of the renovation of the house.
These companion volumes lead him to reminisce about the day he first met the architect standing in this same room, then but a
forlorn and dilapidated shell. He had held in his pocket the same volume of Keats. Temporarily overwhelmed by the work required
to restore the house’s fortunes he demurred that when Shelley drowned in the Bay of Spezzia, off of the coast of Italy, in 1822 his
pockets had been weighed down with the work of Keats. He motioned that the house had been built in the same year.
It was cold outside, soundless and still, given the night that was in it he turned the pages to the, Eve of St. Agnes (1819) and recited
the opening lines.
St. Agnes Eve - Ah bitter chill it was, the owl with all his feathers was a cold; and the hare limped trembling through the
frozen grass ... Northward he turneth through a little door, And scarce three steps ... He found him in a moonlight room,
pale, latticed, chill, and silent as a tomb.45
Surveying now the little, silent courtyard a few steps below him, drenched in moonlight, he observed for the first time that the
tile pattern on the floor was a facsimile of the stone floor in the sacristy of the church of St. Agnes, on the Piazza Navona in Rome,
by Borromini. He wondered if Keats, in his consumptive state, had ever been there, and further, if the architect was aware of the
evident connection and if he was, did it constitute an architectural thought.

fig. 50

Frankfort Avenue, Dublin - The Library
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fig. 49
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Frankfort Avenue, Dublin - Site Plan, House and Garden

H

John Keats - The Eve of St. Agnes, London 1820
A Romantic narrative poem of 42 Spenserian stanzas set in the Middle Ages. It was written by in 1819.
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fig. 51
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Frankfort Avenue, Dublin - Ground Floor Plan, Tile Pattern
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THE KNIGHT’S MOVE
I once heard someone say that Colin Rowe 46 had spoken of Dublin as the city of the knight’s move. He was referring to the manner
in which the formal squares laid out in the eighteenth century invariably slip past one another, requiring the intent stroller to
veer laterally off course before re-assuming their general direction of travel at the next turn, like the knight on the chessboard.
The monumentality of these squares in terms of their sheer scale and general uniformity of conception seldom gives rise to any
corresponding sense of formality. This arises because they are not the subject of any broader urban strategy that would endeavour
to create a more formal ensemble or axial relationship between them. On the contrary, they were largely the work of individual
landowners who more often than not had an expressed disinterest in acknowledging their neighbours.
In 2000 we were engaged by Mr. Murphy to renovate an existing two-storey, red-bricked, terraced house on Frankfort Avenue, which
he had just purchased with the intention of making a small addition to the rear. The house was typical of the long, narrow plots
found throughout the city about six metres wide and some fifty metres long with a narrow lane to the rear providing service access.
Recollecting Rowe’s comments, the intervention into the house is based on interpreting the knight’s move. In the organisation of
the house the L is adopted as a central organising rule. Imagine the house as the city, the rooms its squares, the internal shifts offaxis are orchestrated, replicating the adjustment required in negotiating the city itself. On the ground floor, at the end of the narrow
corridor, access to the return requires a shift to the right before continuing onwards into the kitchen. This corresponds to a drop in
floor level and facilitates the formation of an L-shaped dining bench on the opposite side of the wall, mirrored by a corresponding
L-shaped kitchen counter, of equal dimension, at the opposing end of the room. The section of wall above both is lined with a mirror
such that the arrangement is reflected repeatedly in the virtual space of the room. On the upper floor the move is replicated twice
at the top of the stairs as one moves to the front or the back of the house.
Externally, two new, near identical pieces were positioned at opposing ends of the rear garden. They exhibit both a mirror and
inverted relationship with one another. Passage from one to the other requires a repeat of the lateral off-axis shift deployed
elsewhere in the house. The first is formed of an L, consisting of three squares, two along the bottom and one on top and is attached
to the existing return of the house. One large opening on the lower level, a voided square, faces into the garden. The addition to
the rear return leaves an internal courtyard trapped within the footprint of the house. At the other end of the garden the layout
is reversed with the large room on the first floor serving as accommodation for guests. Below, an under-croft, the void, provides a
sheltered space serving the garden and retains the connection to the laneway. Internally the house is black, white and (Klein) blue.
Blue, adopted as a signifier more than for its qualities as a colour and representative of the graphic trilogy often displayed in chess,
is an off-hand reference to certain monochrome works. It is retained exclusively for all the new joinery and furniture elements
installed throughout the house; elsewhere existing timber floors are ebonised, walls painted white. To my knowledge neither Mr. nor
Mrs. Murphy have ever played chess.

fig. 52
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46

Frankfort Avenue, Dublin - Rear Bedroom, (Klein) Blue Carpet

Colin Rowe (1920 - 1999), was a British-born, American-naturalised architectural historian

fig. 53, 54

Frankfort Avenue, Dublin - Model, Rear Addition : Axonometric, Library and Courtyard
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THE OUTCOME OF A STORM
We are sitting in the lime-washed kitchen of the old house. We always come here to talk about the new building. It’s warm, a settled

Meanwhile the house progresses slowly on site. The hall and stairwell are aligned with the old entrance to the cottage and will

fire glows in the hearth, sods slip periodically, lifting embers like fireflies up the chimney. Silence broken, the dog cocks an ear

be lined in beech. Passing between the two we form a matching beech wardrobe straddling the thickness of the old cobble wall.

momentarily before drifting back to sleep. Outside the wind is up, the tail of a storm that made landfall a couple of days before. Rain

Two doors slip back into the depth of the reveals, while a false sliding back acts as a secret second door. Unexpectedly, it leads into

rolls unhurriedly down the window panes before pooling in small puddles on the cill. In the background the constant drip of water

another world, a little, timber chamber of transition salvaged from an old beech tree; its demise hastened by a storm.

from the thatch can be heard making contact with the gravel below. In the enclosing comfort of the room materials are again laid out
on the table, a prelude to a conversation held many times before, never resolved. As a distraction we talk about the weather; word
has it that the storm has taken down some large trees in lands nearby, some beech and oak.
“Could they be used?” they ask.
“Maybe, for the floors and the walls,” I reply.
“How much timber can you salvage from a tree?”
As we progress, we no longer eye the materials on the table; thoughts have turned instead to the trees now lying in the fields
beyond. The provenance of the material brings something immediate to the discussion. No longer a diffuse matter of cost, pattern
or texture, it turns more purposeful, to bringing something home. After all, the old house was drawn from the adjacent river bed,
a mixture of rounded, stone cobble and mud. It seems both apposite and somehow complete that the new would likewise draw on
the landscape for its matter. Before the afternoon is out we have organised for the trees to be processed and delivered to Brett’s
timberyard on the Sion Road.
Months pass. We drive out to visit. A long, narrow lane leading to the river ends in a slew of old sheds settled randomly around a
gravelled yard. Their dishevelled appearance a portent of the state of the old lathes and bandsaws inside, abandoned to time. In the
heat of the afternoon the place is quiet and children stroll by, towels under arms, heading to the river to swim, others can be heard
intermittently treading and diving into the water nearby. The old tree trunks are resting silently, seasoning in the shade of the gable
wall, their bark rough and grizzled. A lone dog bark breaks the air, heralding the arrival of Mr. Brett.
He apologises, “Busy, making an objection to an unwelcome development at the head of the lane!” he says.
As he talks, he slips the lock and draws open the great door of the barn. Like a deep yawn the dark imbues a gulp of light,
illuminating the cavernous interior, picking out suspended particles swirling in the stillness like a searchlight. The smell of fresh
timber suffuses the air, a mixture of shavings that carpet the floor and the veneer of saw dust settled on every surface, like snowfall.
The light creeps gently to the back of the barn to reveal a great mound of ash hurley 47 sticks rising from the floor almost touching
the roof, like a vast ossuary.
“It will be another year, at least before they’re fully converted,” he says, “The seasoning is slow.”
We continue to discuss at length the preparation of the timber. The floor will be oak parquet to match the size of the brick to be laid
on the outside terraces. He is concerned about the router forming the tongue and groove around the perimeter of each block, every
one of which will be completed by hand.
“Could we do it on the long sides only?” he inquires. “We’ll have to see how many knots are in the oak, French is better.”
The beech is spalled and only as the conversion proceeds will we know how much the old trunk will yield. It’s always a matter of
time.

fig. 55
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Bleach Road, Co.Kilkenny - The Beech Lined Stairwell

A hurley is a wooden stick used to hit a sliotar (leather ball) in the Irish sport of hurling.
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LANDSCAPE OF SOLACE
Mr. McNamara sent along some photographs of the site, with a request to meet to discuss the proposed house. They revealed a
sparsely populated landscape of small, stone farmsteads, nestled amongst rolling hills on the western shore of the Shannon River. A
crisp day, the landscape bathed in late winter sunshine. An old stone barn, partly in ruin, stands solitary in a field. The trees ringing
the border of the lake cast their shadows across still, brackish water. A deep feeling of remoteness permeates the scene. The house
would be small, a renovation of the barn with an addition, perhaps. At first I declined. The distance involved and the remoteness of
the site made it all too difficult to consider undertaking; however, I subsequently met him and discussed the proposal, eventually
agreeing to at least visit the site.
The day of my visit was a cold day. Snow began to fall silently and the air began to freeze. An enveloping mist pillowed on the lake
before slowly climbing onto the shore, as trees shaded to purple in the fast, fading, evening light. Wild fowl cried intermittently
from the shallows, in the last flicker of a winter’s light. I stopped the survey and drank from the scene instead. The landscape was
utterly mesmerising; its form and colour transforming before my eyes as the rising symphony echoed from the lake. In conversation
McNamara had referred to it as, ‘a landscape of solace’ and now I witnessed it for myself. From that point on I was hooked and there
was no going back, tethered as if by a ‘mooring hitch,’ first tied loosely and then worked snug. Subsequent visits would always find
it in a new guise; the russet of autumn beech, the deep, verdant, enclosing overcoat of summer green. Visits that rhymed with the
opening and closing of vistas and the rise and fall of wrinkled water heralding the coming and going of the little island. Cattle roamed
the pastureland, their daily ritual as reliable as clockwork. They waded, soulfully through the shallow waters, snorting the air, in
bucolic scenes reminiscent of old genre paintings. A place can hold you hostage.
One spring day, when the renovation of the small, stone outhouse was not yet complete I blocked up the large west facing,
clerestory window and introduced a pin-prick. As the earth swung its pendulum light entered the room and transfixed an inverted
image of the outside world to a double-elephant vellum sheet hanging from the rafters above the opposing wall. It emerged slowly
out of the dark, the small room capturing the landscape inside of it. A timely inversion, tethered by a ‘slippery hitch’ to a random
stone wall. Hostage turned captor, as it couldn’t be tamed so I set it free and turned to finishing the small house instead: one that
occupies momentarily the landscape while being of it.

fig. 57
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fig. 56

Teeroneer, Co.Clare - Camera Obscura and Stone Outhouse

Teeroneer, Co. Clare - Fading Evening Light
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BLACK SENTINEL
The polythene sheeting was a permanent feature on site: a square, oily envelope that protected its delicate hidden cargo against
the vagaries of our western weather; it set its face against the wind, the rain, and the sun. Sitting steadfast in the midst of it all, like
an observant monitor, it presided over proceedings: first the slow, laborious erection, and then the infilling of the frame. So as the
house began to emerge from the ground, it became the only constant in an otherwise altering landscape. When work stopped, a
slow inevitable decay took hold, as nature reclaimed the partially completed domain for herself; she always does. However, the black
sentinel remained unperturbed by the rise and fall of the house. In time it began to symbolise its undoing; the cargo never landed,
remained sequestered in the hold as the house faded around it. Seasons would pass and then quite unexpectedly I encountered it
unannounced in a stately room in Ghent, where it appeared to have had its portrait taken in the manner of an old lord. The pleated,
silky folds of its outer garment now shimmered as if executed by the hand of Velázquez himself. It reminded me of the old cardinal
in the Galleria Doria Pamphilj,48 in Rome. I wondered perhaps, if when it wasn’t being observed it had another life wandering the
salons of Europe. Could it have travelled ahead? In this unscheduled moment of observation and association its invented innocence
was restored to it, and when I returned I co-opted it in a reclamation of the house: something noble became of it.

fig. 58
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48

Teeroneer, Co. Clare - Black Sentinel

Portrait of Pope Innocent X (1650) painted by the Spanish painter, Diego Velázquez and housed in the Galleria Doria Pamphilj, Rome.

fig. 59

Ghent, Belgium - Painting by Dr. Lucas Devriendt
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THE KING OF CATS
“I have something to show you, you might be interested,” he said.
“Turn right at the central mental hospital, down the hill over the small river, first house on the left, I’ll meet you there.”
It was one o’clock in the afternoon, when I pulled up outside the house. The great forbidding, stone grey, walls of the hospital
couldn’t be missed. The house was unremarkable except for the trees clinging to the river’s edge. A gurgling, shady trout stream,
margin of untidiness, edge to manicured suburban gardens.
Mr. McInerney pulled up behind, coffee in hand. “It’s black.”
We climbed the steps and went inside. It was a small house. A single timber floor elevated itself above the ground supporting a
functional subdivision of rooms. The old walls were cracked; the doors creaked. In the shady, rear garden a clandestine studio leaned
on the gable wall as if taking a breath of air and the concrete cast of an old pool lingered long without purpose. Looking back at the
house, now tucked under overhanging trees, McInerney pulled a book of Paul Duran’s poetry out of his pocket.
“Francis Stuart 49 used to live here.” he said, leafing through the pages.
Of course this is why he bought it: the memory of past inhabitants, conversations had in rooms, things written down, thoughts
sheltered beneath this roof. Their provenance fixed to the place. It changed everything. This house had its own fiction, unfolding
memories.
The neighbour popped his head above the fence and a conversation ensued. He could recall Stuart and his partner Gertrude living in
the house.
“She had a swing over there,” he said.
“Hanging from the tree, next to the stream, she’d always swing in the afternoon.”
As we left the house he handed me the book,
“Check out the ‘King of Cats’, tell me what you think.”
Later we made plans, a long thin inhabited wall along the river, a periscope stairwell surfacing within the old house. This was to be
followed by numerous other proposals. The Council always rescinded; can’t, can’t, can’t, the sound of the swing swaying back and
forth from the bough of the tree. Can’t disturb the trees; can’t build near the river; can’t cover the subterranean pipes. Then the
news arrived: the breathless studio was on its last legs. It had undermined the house, tugging it towards the ground and an early
demise. It would have to come down. We would make a new house instead out of old poems; Kremlin walls floating on air.

49
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Henry Francis Montgomery Stuart 1902 - 2000 was an Irish writer.

fig. 60

Highfield Park, Co. Dublin - Trees to the River’s Edge
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CODING
A code is best described as a rule for converting a piece of information into another form of representation.
As previously stated, my interest lies in the space that arises between how things are made and how they are made-up. The
overlap and interplay that takes place between the execution of the work through the application of technique and the resolution
of detail, on the one hand, and the processes of thought that circulate around the project on the other. This in turn can lead to the
development of a fictional narrative that both underpins and scaffolds the project, allowing for the case specific creation of a value
system, a code, in which otherwise seemingly arbitrary decisions can find meaning and resolution in what could be described as, ‘a
precision of atmosphere’. The following sets out in detail the formation of one such code, and its application and reading within a
project.

fig. 61
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Herculaneum, Italy - House of the Black Salon, The Ambulacra
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THE PALIMPSEST
One morning in April 2015 I was preparing to travel to Ghent to participate in the forthcoming PRS. I took my usual path to work
which brings me from the train station through the grounds of the university to the main square outside of the front gates, where
our office is located. It was a hive of activity, punctuated by the daily comings and goings of university life, in preparation for the
annual spring ball, a mainstay event in the university’s cultural calendar. Temporary pavilions, footpaths and barricades were infilling
the campus lawns and courtyards. Over the weekend, in my absence, thousands of students and visitors would descend on the
place, transforming this otherwise august institution into a seat of revelry, best described as a very large house party. The following
Monday I made the same journey, to find the place had settled back to its usual gentle pace and rhythm, save that the lawn retained
a vague account of the weekend’s event. The grass beneath the marquee had a distinctly different tone to the trodden surface
surrounding it. With a draughtman’s precision the temporary housing was shaded on the ground, the outline delineated. A prior
occupation now only recorded in shades of green. Over subsequent days of adjustment the intensity fades, and after a spell of rain it
disappears altogether. The geometry of it all remains in your head.
During the course of the PRS, I attended one of the final presentations held in an elegant period house in the centre of Ghent. The
house was situated in a courtyard entered from the street, which led to a rather long corridor at the end of which was a relatively
small high-ceilinged room. The walls were covered in a deep red velvet, the doors and architraves finely moulded in hardwood, and
a string of twisted braid fused them both; hinges, delicately fashioned in timber, the floor herringbone parquet. The light that came
through the solitary window was muted, absorbed by the softness of the walls and reflected in the sheen of the timber. There was a
warmth and embrace in the shadow and silence of the room. It had its own sound. So precise is the recollection of the atmosphere
it outlives all else. In an adjacent room a bracing black canvas rests against the timber dado wall panelling; a hessian scrim lines the
wall above. If you looked for long enough through the surface of the thing you could just about make out the faint rising outline of
the service pipes behind, the various layers of its making revealed.
Outside Naples, in the old Roman village of Herculaneum, the excavated remains reveal the extraordinary house of the black salon.
Located between the decumanus maximus and cardo iv, the large house is in a remarkable state of repair. Deep in the back of the
dwelling, opening to the central peristyle is the most prestigious room of the house. The enclosing walls and ceiling depict imaginary
architectural motifs displayed on a layered stucco background that is almost entirely black, a deep luxurious colour reserved for
the wealthiest of houses. The prevailing light is absorbed by the walls, and nothing is reflected, such that an atmosphere of deep,
intense shadow pervades the room as the ceiling drifts into darkness overhead; an accommodating depth of shadow, into which
one could recoil from the intensity of a Mediterranean sun. A beguiling darkness made all the more stark when contrasted with the
intense light of the ambulacra, viewed through two large openings on the fourth side of the room.
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fig. 62

Trinity College, Dublin - Fellows’ Square - The Lawn

fig. 63

Ghent, Belgium - Room Interior, Wall Finishes
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THE COLOUR OF FICTION
There is a space that arises between how things are made and how they are made-up. In part it is in the overlap between the

The house had previously been lived in by an architect who extended the living accommodation on the lower ground floor in

execution of a particular work by the application of technique, the resolution of detail on the one hand, and the processes of

the early 1980s, providing a new single-storey living room with a mono-pitched, timber-lined roof, an adjacent passageway and

thought that circulate around the project on the other. This space can be viewed as a place of production, a site of opportunity.

courtyard servicing a number of utility spaces, and a general storage space and associated bathroom. A modest palette of materials

Decisions, even those most technical in nature, are not delivered solely from a sober account of objective fact; and it is seldom

was used typical of the time: exposed concrete-block walls, quarry or cork tiles for the floor, timber-lined ceilings and a plywood

profitable to settle a problem in isolation without some address to the whole. Doing so risks mere technical proficiency or an

kitchen. The new windows and doors installed throughout the house were all painted in a series of vibrant primary colours (green,

incoherent assembly of parts, and it lessens the opportunity of reaching a deeper understanding of the undertaking. To find meaning

red, and yellow), such that the new intervention was clearly discernible; yet it coalesced relatively effortlessly with the original

in a piece of work, I’m looking for the composite that arises through thinking, making, and use, interred deep in the effort involved in

structure. The current owners, our clients, had lived in the house for over twenty years and in the intervening period had made no

the realisation of things. It is not something applied in the aftermath, a slim veneer of reason. It may not mean anything to anyone

further alterations or adapted these earlier modifications. So, the house had a comfortable lived in feeling, a patina of occupation as

else.

delivered by time and a certain kind of benign neglect, coupled with a general unassuming ease.

Meaning in this sense is not confined to the immediate theatre of the project; it can be tangential, something random pulled into

Later, discussion turned to making an intervention into the fabric of the house. Initially the client thought of removing the previous

orbit by the gravity of doing, encounter, a particular form of thinking, parallel action, or event. In the end it might remain aloof and

addition in order to make a new contemporary extension; however, it didn’t require additional space and we were reluctant to

undocumented to those on the outside, but imparts into the process, and by corollary transfers to the object, a palpable, discernible

interrupt the evident qualities and character of the house. A decision was made not to enlarge but rather to intervene surgically by

order. Every house, well-conceived, has a distinct character. This can be understood to derive from the many small incremental acts

careful subtraction and addition; transforming the house by reconfiguring the manner in which it was inhabited and accentuating

made over the course of its realisation, borne out of this thinking. Ultimately the thing stands by itself in the world, but something of

the positive attributes of the dwelling. The family traditionally used the rooms over both floors on the south-facing front side of the

its becoming can still be imbued.

building, as living spaces; and they placed the bedrooms to the rear, facing north into the garden. This had the limiting effect of
denying ready access to the garden and diminished the quality of light and cross-circulation in the centre of the plan. The bedrooms

Meaning is not an orphan; it has an author; and for the author the fiction survives the experience of the built reality. It is not

were re-located to the piano-nobile, rooms originally assigned as the main living spaces, while the living spaces were gathered

supplanted by the act of realisation and at a point separates from the thing itself. In the beginning there is nothing, and for a time

together on the lower level alongside the accommodation provided by the earlier addition. Although this meant the living spaces

there is only the cauldron of making; whereby, you arrive at that fleeting moment of completion before occupation after which

were in what was originally conceived of as the service quarters of the house, they gained increased connection with the garden,

the building takes on another life without your input. You part company: the fervour and intensity diminishes yet the thinking

which enhanced the sense of fluidity and movement throughout the house as a whole.

remains. The thing as it exists, and as imagined are both just as real. Fiction is not solely a means to an end, but forms part of a
continuous mental space in which subsequent things continue being made and understood. It is an enriching agent coded back into
the production of space not with the intent of revealing the act of its making, in any didactic sense, but for its potential to generate
‘atmospheres’ within the project. Utilized in this way, a fictional narrative can underpin, scaffold and allow for the formation of a
case specific value system, in which otherwise seemingly arbitrary decisions can find purpose and resolution in both the production
and delivery of what might be termed, ‘a precision of atmosphere’. In doing so it restores order to reality when it moves off kilter,
the purpose of the imagination. The object exists in a constellation of thought oscillating between realities.
The following account of the refurbishment of an existing 19th century house in Dublin documents the enactment of this process.
The house in question is one of a pair of handsome attached villas, comprising of 3No. rooms set over 3No. rooms, centred around a
stairwell and circulation spine. This is a house typology not uncommon in Dublin and characteristic of the city’s urban fabric. Entry is
by way of a generous flight of granite steps to the piano-nobile level that originally contained the main living rooms of the house. The
primary elevation consists of a large entrance door at the head of the steps and a single, up and down sash window serving the main
living room, arranged over a small sash window that lights the kitchen below. The upper part of the front façade is faced in brickwork
with an English bond 50 and wig joint, while the lower service level is rendered in lime-mortar, an acknowledgement of the hierarchy
of functions assigned between the two floors. This modest arrangement of fenestration and openings belies the size and relative
generosity of the accommodation afforded inside. The high ceiling on the upper level creates a comfortable set of rooms. Internally
it possesses an appealing, relaxed atmosphere of gentle domesticity, an informal charm difficult to qualify, but sensed immediately
on entry. In part, this is derived from the ease of movement afforded by the relationship of the internal floor levels to the external
ground by way of two half levels, the associated internal circulation, and the changing quality of light found throughout the house,
providing both pockets of shade and illumination.
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English bond consists of alternate course of headers and stretches.
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fig. 64

Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Ground Floor Plan, Proposed Interventions
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fig. 65

Cambridge Villas, Dublin - First Floor Plan, Proposed Interventions

fig. 66

Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Ground Floor Plan, Proposed Surface

fig. 67

Cambridge Villas, Dublin - First Floor Plan, Proposed Surface
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Reconfiguring the house by way of small adjustments led to several minor spatial and tactical alterations being made, to improve

The second was encountering a series of paintings by the Danish artist Vilhelm Hammershoi, dating from the end of the 19th century.

the sense of connection and rehabilitate the existing fabric. Local interventions were designed to reconnect internal rooms, the

Hammershoi, lived for twelve years with his wife in an apartment at 30 Strandgade, Copenhagen. For the duration of this period,

courtyard, and the rear garden. Existing doors and windows were modified and their thresholds adjusted. A new matching study

almost his entire output consisted of interior views of the apartment, in all its manifestations of light and shadow; a catalogue of

door to the rear garden, where outside slate pavers were re-positioned, a shrub removed in anticipation. An adjacent concrete

the atmosphere of a space. All of the paintings are executed with a very characteristic muted colour palette devoid of elaborate

bench formed part of an extended window cill in the re-made corner window; a place to sit and read a book during the course of the

furnishings as typified by, Interior Strandgade 30 completed in 1901. The distinctive composition of the paintings can be attributed

day. Internally, a pair of sliding and folding panels adjusted the light, and the new pelmet aligned itself with the perimeter concrete

to the broader influence of Vermeer, Metsu, and de Hooch. More specifically, Hammershoi would encounter, Interior with a Lady

ring-beam overhead. An existing pair of doors, between the kitchen and adjacent courtyard, was replaced by a large single-pane

Playing the Virginal (1665-70), by the Dutch painter Emanuel de Witte, characterised by a series or rooms observed through

window and concrete bench. The bench extended between inside and out (remember the entrance to the house in Santo Tirso)

connecting doors. This work would exert a profound influence over the compositional arrangement of his paintings. In contrast with

before it turned once to form the hearth of a re-configured internal corner fireplace that warmed the room. The new, black terrazzo

the general sparseness and muted, monochrome tones of Hammershoi, this painting is replete with deep, warm tones, reds and

finish applied to the courtyard (remember the house of the black salon in Herculaneum) folded once about the house before

oranges and further embellished by the rich textures and highlights lent by velvet drapes, timber beams, and gilt mirrors (remember

spilling into the kitchen. Downpipes were modified. A framed glass insert from the roof above the courtyard window was removed

the room in the house in Ghent). They both explore an ongoing fascination with the theme of light and space.

and replaced with a single pane, in order to re-establish a lost view of the adjacent church spire, visible above the old stone-wall.
The render was removed from this wall and the stone revealed; elsewhere doors were adjusted. On the roof, missing slates were

The ordering of the interior of the house is conditioned by both paintings, which act as a supporting idea to the proposal, allowing

renewed. The courtyard window itself was replaced, and a new timber vent was installed. Internally, cupboards were repaired,

for a legible coding that informs decisions and is instrumental in creating the, ‘precision of atmosphere’ that defines the project.

matched and handed. And so, the ongoing adjustment of things continued throughout the house. Small modifications recalibrated

In selecting the colour palette for the house reference was made to both paintings, with the rooms on the upper floor being

the balance of connection from within and without.

characterised by the colour palette of Hammershoi, and those on the lower level by de Witte. Internally three paint colours were
selected, in addition to an antique white and set alongside three plain carpet colours. The various combinations of this limited

In tandem with this strategy of local adjustment, as much of the existing fabric of the house as possible was retained intact and

palette were applied throughout the house to different effect. In tandem, existing furniture was edited and re-assigned to recreate

renewed, including interventions made in the early 1980s. The kitchen, of modest birch plywood construction and the subject of

the compositional arrangements observed in both paintings. A sectional restaging and re-enactment of two distinctive atmospheres

wear and tear, was disassembled, dipped in soap-water, repaired, then reinstated. A small number of damaged units were replaced,

that occur within the same dwelling; one of cool poise, the other of warmth and ease.

and where the kitchen was extended existing details were replicated. A new backsplash and counter-top were installed. Bathroom
fittings removed, cleaned, re-enamelled, then refitted. Floor tiles, lifted to accommodate large sections of new inlaid carpet, were

One of the primary traits of the existing house was the low level of natural light found on the ground floor, due to, orientation, the

used elsewhere. In all cases this work was undertaken as discretely as possible. In the course of this ongoing transition, a new

relationship with the raised outside ground level, window size, and the depth and organisation of the plan. This supported a fruitless

atmosphere began to slowly emerge; a composite of all the layers of its construction coupled with the residue of its continued

ongoing struggle to raise light levels and brighten the interior. In response, we encouraged the client to embrace the umbrageous,

inhabitation. As it did so, the older house begins to fade gently from view, like the shades of grass on the lawn (remember walking

adumbral quality of the interior, and to revel in its natural order by rendering it even darker, exploiting contrasts and highlights by

through the grounds of the university); yet aspects of its character will remain.

inviting in illuminating shafts of light. In acceptance, the deepest tones were assigned to these rooms. Here too, like the rooms in
Ghent, the light that came through the window was muted, absorbed by the walls, and reflected in the sheen of the timber. There

Outside these physical adjustments the main change proposed was the painting of the internal walls and the provision of

was a warmth and embrace in the shadow of the room. To increase the sense of connection between the kitchen on the south-side

replacement carpets. In some sense this thinnest of veneers was to be the main material intervention. Around the time of

of the house and the rear garden located to the north, the rooms between were painted in a deep, muted brown tone. The carpet

undertaking the project I was travelling in Denmark and had two very distinct experiences relevant to the project. The first was an

was a deep brass to orchestrate the same spatial compression observed in Bindesbøll’s museum. The effect was to spatially collapse

encounter with Thorvaldsen’s

the interstitial rooms such that the perceived distance between kitchen and garden was foreshortened and this most desired

by Bindesbøll
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sculpture museum in Copenhagen, the first museum building constructed in Denmark, designed

in 1848. The interior of the museum has a very specific and carefully conceived of colour palette, derived from the

connection made more immediate. The plan is redrawn as a representation of perception and surface, rather than the conventional

ruins of Pompeii and Herculaneum, which forms the backdrop to a collection of original and facsimile sculptures from antiquity. A

one of measure and line. Elsewhere, the elevations of the existing courtyard and the exterior walls of the old addition were painted

simple internal arrangement includes two long, flanking enfilades of single cells, painted alternatively in yellow ochre and burnt

a deep grey, complementing the windows, suppressing material identity and individual detail in favour of a more uniform expression.

sienna and lit discretely by clerestory lighting. Standing at the end of one of the enfilades it was observed that the burnt sienna

The black terrazzo courtyard floor and associated bench muddy boundaries by slipping into the kitchen through the back door. The

rooms appeared to recede and diminish while the yellow ochre rooms were foregrounded and spatially prominent. Colour and light

palette of Bindesbøll and the black room of Herculaneum, from which the former was borrowed, are here re-borrowed to play a

were precipitating a form of spatial expansion and compression, the effect of which was to foreshorten the perceived length of the

game with the sun.

enfilade itself.
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Danish sculptor Bertel Thorvaldsen (1770-1844) - The Thorvaldsens Museum was built between 1839 and 1848
Michael Gottlieb Birckner Bindesbøll 1800 - 1856 was a Danish architect
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fig. 68, 70, 71, 73 Cambridge Villas, Dublin, Upper Ground Floor - Interior Views
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fig. 69, Interior with Punch Bowl

fig. 72, 30 Strandegade, Vilhelm Hammershoi
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fig. 74, 76, 77, 79

Cambridge Villas, Dublin, Lower Ground Floor - Interior Views

fig. 75, 78 Interior with Lady Playing the Vaginal, Emanuel de Witte
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fig. 80
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Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Entrance Courtyard, Lower Ground Floor

fig. 81

Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Interior View to Entrance Courtyard, Lower Ground Floor
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fig. 82
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Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Entrance Courtyard, Lower Ground Floor

fig. 83

Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Entrance Courtyard, Lower Ground Floor
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THE ADJUSTMENT OF SMALL THINGS - INVENTORY OF ADJUSTMENT
Front and rear Garden

Living room

Remove:

Remove:

Metal bars to window to kitchen and utility. Render to right hand side of gate pier. Rear roof gutter. Damaged rear roof slates. Low wall

Tri-partite timber window to passageway. Timber vent. Tri-partite timber roof glazing overhead. French doors to garden and corner

beneath corner window. Corner timber window. Wall beneath up-down sash window. Window. Rear gate. Limestone paving. Shrub

window. Curtains. Hardwood seat inside of window. Carpet. Floor finish locally. Timber shelf beneath roof glazing. Metal shelving unit

below window.

fixed to wall. Ceiling mounted spotlights.

Add:

Add:

Render to 2No. gate piers. Reset granite cappings. Paint windows colour Slipper Satin. Paint door colour Olive. Cast Black terrazzo

Cast Black terrazzo bench and upstand wall to garden. Cast Black terrazzo floor. Cast Black terrazzo skirting. Fixed-paned corner metal

bench and upstand wall. Fixed-paned corner window to garden. 2No. Timber opening vents. Paint walls of existing addition colour Grey

window to garden. Steel post. 2No. Timber opening vents. Timber pelmet overhead aligned with concrete ring-beam. Timber sliding

6502-G. Reset limestone paving, provide new paving to match outside door. Matching granite cill. Matching roof slates. Gutter. 2No.

screen, hinged screen and fixed panel painted colour Light Gray. Carpet colour Citrine. Socket. 2No. Nude wall fittings. Paint walls

pairs of French doors paint colour Grey 6502-G.

colour Lamp Room Gray. Paint skirtings, doors and linings colour Light Gray. Fixed hardwood timber panel to soffit, side gables and base
of window paint colour Light Gray. Intercom.

Entrance Courtyard
Remove:

Michael and Maebh’s rooms

Lean-to timber store. All paint from stone wall. Downpipe. Gulley trap. AJ. Hosepipe. Inset stepping stones. Gravel chipping, dig ground

Remove:

to required depth. Vine. Wire support cabling. Tri-partite timber window to passageway. Timber vent. Tri-partite timber roof glazing

Existing window break out wall below. Up-down sash window. Radiator. Linear shelving unit on wall and desk below. Cupboards along

overhead. Damaged slate locally to roof. Pair of French doors to kitchen. Stone threshold. All material in shed. Foot-scraper, threshold.

wall. Small shelf above bed. 2No. Panelled internal doors. Carpet. Boiler unit. Curtains.

Flower pots. Gas-pipe. Wiring to light sensor.

Add:

Add:

Pair of French doors to match existing paint colour Mouse’s back. 2No. Matching doors to hallway with toughened glass inset paint

Cast Black terrazzo floor with inset gravel chipping perimeter. Paint walls grey 6502-G. Single fixed-pane metal window to passageway.

colour Mouse’s Back. Paint walls and ceilings colour Mouse’s Back. Carpet colour Japanned Brass. Joinery, skirtings painted colour

Timber opening vent. Single fixed-paned metal window to kitchen. Concealed AJ. Single fixed-paned metal roof glazing. Cast Black

Mouse’s Back. Wall of cupboards to match existing painted colour Mouse’s Back. Seals to windows. 2No. light fittings Quintessence

terrazzo bench. Stainless steel angle to bottom of shed doors. Concrete upstand wall in shed for solid fuel. Potted plants. 2No. Bega

downlight with LED.

wall mounted light fittings colour Graphite. 2No. ground lights.
Passageways and Bathroom
Kitchen and Utility

Remove:

Remove:

Coat hangers. Countertop and back-splash. Tiling to backsplash and side walls. Bathroom fittings. Shower. Vent. Mirror. Tiling to walls

Fridge and washing machine. Sundries. Pine shelving secured to wall. Redundant piping. Free-standing shelving unit. Pine dresser.

and floor of bathroom.

Plywood upstand to back of countertop. 0.15x0.15m White tile backsplash. Oven. Plywood drawers. Broken cupboard door. Cupboard

Add:

doors for cleaning. Quarry tiles to floor locally where required. Carpet. In-built shelving unit. MDF hearth and panelling above fireplace.

Full height cabinets with matching plywood cupboard doors. Lighting 3No. Turbo Mini. Relocate coat hangers. Formica counter and

Metal surround to fireplace. Concrete heart. Skirting locally. Light fittings. 2No. pendant light fittings. Intercom.

backsplash colour Earth F5342 matt to passageway. Opal lay-light to bathroom. Mirrored cabinet. 316 grade stainless steel backsplash

Add:

below with light shelf. Mosaic to walls and floor vetri-colour 20x20 20.12(1). Vent. Fittings and towel rail. Small store slabbed out and

Cast Black terrazzo bench. Cast Black terrazzo hearth. Black metal fire surround and mantle. Cast Black terrazzo floor. Cast Black

skimmed. Slatted shelving provided. Radiator.

terrazzo skirting. Quarry tiles with inset carpet colour Tikka Masala. Paint walls and ceiling colour Light Gray. Paint out all timber
skirtings, architraves and windows colour Light Gray. Formica counter and backsplash colour Earth F5342 matt to kitchen and utility.

Bedrooms

316 grade stainless steel backsplash behind hob. Cabinet units in utility to match existing. Birch plywood shelf over. Stainless steel sink

Remove:

and tap. 2No. Ballerup-Poulsen light fittings colour White. Compact down-lighter in utility room colour White.

Wall of cupboards. Furnishings. Slate hearth. Tiles to fireplace surround. 2No. broken spindles to bannisters. Cracked glass in side panel
to front door. Carpet. Shelving units in hallway. Bed board. Damaged skirting. Damaged lock to door. Water damaged plaster in hall.
Sockets in wall of front bedroom. Cork tile from bathroom floor. 150x150mm White tiling in bathroom. Fittings. Shower head.
Add:
Paint walls in 2No. rear bedrooms colour Lamp Room Gray. Carpet in 2No. rear bedrooms colour Citrine. Hallway paint walls colour
Mouse’s Back. Carpet colour Japanned Brass. Front bedroom walls colour Light Gray. Carpet colour Tikka Masala. Paint Doors,
architraves and skirtings colour Slipper Satin. Tiles to fireplace. Seals to windows. Cork tiles to bathroom floor. Mosaic to walls and floor
vetri-colour 20x20 20.12(1). Bathroom fittings reinstated. Shower head. Re-hang mirror. Compact down-lighter in bathroom colour
White. Matching spindles to bannisters. Glass to front door. Intercom.
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fig. 84
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Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Sections, Proposed Interventions
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CONTINGENCY
My interest has been in exploring the overlap between how things are made and how things are made-up. The previous section
concentrated on the fictional narrative behind the project, the formation of an associated code and how it can inform the decision
making process in the execution of the work. The following examines the fiction that arises through the process of construction itself.
Every meaningfully realised project is made-up. It is a construction of fiction before it’s ever one of material. This is something that
arrives only later. But it would be a misrepresentation to suggest that it is somehow a linear process, that one precedes the other in
any kind of orderly fashion; a matter of simple orchestration. As architects, we are often taught to respond only when issued with
the objective detail of site and programme. Matters deemed somehow fundamental to our initiation or engagement with ideas.
We affect the realisation of the work, its material becoming, through a cold synthesis in conjunction with the deliberate advance of
an idea. But no project is a mere schedule of rooms. Ideas operate independently of context, and every site is a construction that
embodies a fictional account of making. As our own practice develops I find myself more open to the deviations, to the meandering
vicissitudes of making, both the before and after of the immediate subject of inquiry. The overlap between how things are made
and how they are made-up, is as complex as it is unpredictable. A fictional narrative can inform the decision making process in the
execution of the work, but a work is the consequence of many competing fictions: the social construction of the site, the circulating
ideas, the dreams of the client, the construction itself, the matter of detail and of inhabitation. The making of a building, even a small
house, is an inherently complex undertaking where many forces come into play. More often than not, these forces are to be found
running in different, if not opposing directions. The project is often driven off course and action is required to absorb the shifts, to reorientate and maintain the course and direction of work; the final destination of which may not be known. Continuous adjustments
have to be made, both major and minor, linked to an open ended narrative aided by the imagination: the tiller and the sextant steering a course of direction. The work itself is never complete. From the moment it is built repairs start; the maintenance of stasis. Ideas
move on into other theatres of action; inhabitation initiates another fiction.
The following section is an account of the evolution of one project in detail and its difficult passage to site and through construction.
After each disruption the project attempts to regain its composure. Through the process there is an attempt to hold on to what is core.
The project examined is a small house in east Clare in the west of Ireland. The site, in the townland of Teeroneer, an isolated, rural
location set in a wooded demesne beside a small lake, Lough O’Grady, contains the extant remains of an old farm holding, including
an outhouse and a freestanding stone gable wall. The design of the project was commenced in 2009 and the building is just complete
at the time of writing, December 2016. The intervening seven years were characterised by several setbacks, delays, and alterations
undermining the completion of the work. Each time the underlying concept behind the house was challenged and to continue required
a re-examination of its essential order, to reorientate the work.
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fig. 85
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Teeroneer, Co. Clare - Summer, Outhouse
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fig. 86

Teeroneer, Co. Clare - Autumn, Free Standing Gable Wall
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THE THEATRE OF CONSTRUCTION
Design commenced in 2009

I remember our first visit to the site in December 2009, a journey of about three hours from Dublin. The weather was cold. As we

Planning January 2010

crossed the River Shannon at Killaloe snow began to fall, initially a flutter, then heavily. On arrival we set about completing a survey,

Construction began July 2012 Bluebel Construction

pacing out the land, measuring the incline and siting the trees; all in that unique hush that follows a dusting of snow. With the light

Construction stopped July 2013 Bluebel Construction

fast fading, temperature dropping, it soon became impossible to continue the process of measure. I recollect sitting on the wall and

Tendered to 2 other contractors, timber frame manufacturers

taking a draught of the place, drawing it in, internalising it. The air was beginning to freeze. With the last of a crepuscular light seeping

Contract Boherglass July 2014, Contract suspended

away only the outline of the trees could be distilled through the purple haze; in the distance the spectral cries of wildfowl remained

Contract Greentec May 2015

audible from the shallows. It was probably in that moment, in the dark, that the siting of the house became evident. Positioned within

Construction started Greentec May 2015

the hollow of the site, in the footprint of the old house between beech and oak tree, its shoulder to the ground. We gathered our

Project Completed December 2016

things together and tentatively made our way back across the fields in the dark, our progress shadowed by the audible crunch of snow
underfoot; then drove to the local village over icy roads.
For a while, the client clung to the ambition to develop the existing building, the location of the last occupation of the site. He had
projected ahead, and turning the momentum of an established fiction is always a difficult task; it opens with a broad speculation on the
alternatives, which are whittled away, before eventually settling into a new narrative. The intention was to raise a small house within
the footprint of the original dwelling, on previously disturbed ground, bookended by the free standing stone gable wall; re-enacting
the original act of settlement. The initial sketches all incorporate sectional explorations that anticipate an open volume on the ground,
which supports a closed volume above. This open volume is further characterised by the formation of a structured, stepped ground

The project began like many others with the client forwarding some photographs of the site that included an existing stone building in

negotiating the natural slope of the site. This under-croft space accommodated the living areas with sleeping above; a place to be at

a state of some ruination. This small dwelling, previously a stable, had once been part of a larger complex of buildings that formed the

one with the landscape and one of retreat.

nexus of a working farm. The original house lay to the south; a freestanding stone gable the only remnant left to mark the location. A
large beech and an oak tree delineated the southern edge of the proposed site, the maturing beech now shadowing the gable wall it

At a certain moment, the upper volume is split, and the narrow crevice between is occupied by a freestanding chimney that rises from

had once sought shelter behind. The only other remaining feature was a partially intact stone retaining wall that formed part of a ditch,

the ground; a third tree, something rooted. The fire and hearth begin to act as both line and anchor, tethering the building to the site.

at the entrance to the original yard. A sectional shift in the sloping ground to the west indicated the location of the third building, the

A stepped amphitheatre appears, the rise required to access the upper field moves in tandem with the natural rise of the ground, steps

rear wall of which retained the earth of the field lying directly above. Beyond the small, level plateau of the farmstead, open ground

spreading in anticipation of a place to gather. Movement between the two levels is not negotiated by a stairs as such, but by walking

fell steeply to the lake below. A mature bank of trees occupied the edge. In the lake itself a small island, immediately offshore, would

the landscape. The upper level is entirely opaque and there is no desire for windows. It should be mute, resolute and reveal little of the

grow in the summer months with the receding waters and conversely shrink in winter.

life inside. A sketch denotes an external terrace bounded by storey high enclosing walls, to provide for air and a place of retreat from
the landscape into the interior of the house; a place of no exposure. After a while, the characters no longer change but emerge in and

Due to the distance and remoteness of the site we initially declined the project, and a proposal was developed with another architect

out of the drawings in various combinations. The atmosphere is settled, while components move. Materially, there is the intimation of

to refurbish and extend the existing free-standing building. This initial proposal failed to materialise, and in time, through conversation,

a manipulated and embedded concrete plane, a groundwork, with a lighter timber volume above.

the project returned to the office. The client evidently had a deep emotional attachment to both the building and the surrounding
land, which had been in his family for an extended period of time. In subsequent conversation he would refer to it as a, ‘landscape of

Intentions are converted to measure, at first tentatively and thereafter with increasing precision. As the drawings evolve and dimensions

solace’, as Berger describes, “the place where two lines cross, the vertical and the horizontal. One an axis between the gods in the sky,

become more fixed, the feasibility of some of these intentions appears less achievable; they are pushed aside. The overwhelming

the dead in the underworld, the other the place from which all terrestrial journeys begin and end. A site where the world could be

desire is for tightness. A small dwelling that forces you to feel at all times to be in the occupation of the landscape and refusing the

founded, at the heart of the real, its ontological centre.”

This would manifest itself in his persistent coming and going, the evident

isolation of the domestic. A new stone retaining wall, aligned with the back wall of one of the original structures, demarcates the

attention to the vitality of the fields, the trees and hedgerows; all of which bore the hallmark of the considered actions of an eternal

theatre of construction. A simple rectangular volume is set between two trees; the south-east corner is carved away to avoid the roots,

caretaker.

a deft move that acknowledges the superior bearing of the tree. Inside a room is pressed 0.9m into the ground corresponding to the

53

footprint of the original dwelling and designated a kitchen. To the west, a deep overhang creates a halting space, neither inside nor
out, but trapped between the building and the field above; a place to linger, back to the wall, while enjoying the last of the setting sun;
the point of entry, an outside hall. The fireplace stands resolute, growing out of the groundwork; the stairs passes behind broadening
out when they arrive in the living room. Above are two bedrooms and a bathroom.
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and our faces, my heart, brief as photos, Ch.02, Here P 56 John Berger Bloomsbury
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fig.

87, 88

Process of Becoming - Pen, Paper, Landscape, Building

fig.

89, 90

Process of Becoming - Pen, Paper, Landscape, Building
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The tectonic dimension of the house is advanced in tandem with the programmatic and spatial arrangements. The supporting concrete

Efforts begin to get the project back on site. The timber frame component is tendered to two timber frame manufacturers, however

groundwork is prescribed and the timber volume of post and beam construction is assigned a governing grid. There is a determination

this proves unsuccessful. At the beginning of 2014 negotiations begin with a local contractor. As the client won’t entertain any increase

that this element is formed solely from exposed structural timbers and not from composite construction. Limits, such as the availability

in the cost of the work we have to look for potential savings within the scope of the existing proposal. This is exacerbated by a request

of material, begin to govern the dimensions of the house. In conjunction with the Engineer, a structural proposal is designed that

to increase the footprint by incorporating the proposed under-croft in the south-east corner into the plan. The first floor terrace

involves two separate lifts and perimeter beams, this takes into account the relative isolation and inaccessibility of the site, necessitating

increases in size and now includes the area above the service block. A similar proposal to include the western overhang is robustly

all erection work be undertaken by hand. In anticipation of problems with movement and weathering, a timber expert is engaged to

opposed. Both it and the terraces, in-between spaces, are central characters in the fiction of the house; an accommodation within the

review the documentation and modifications are made to the details based on his advice. Infill panels are predominantly glazed on

landscape, the outside in. It becomes clear what must hold. The desire not to work with a composite structure must be abandoned and

both levels to give clear expression to the constructional logic, while the original intention for an opaque upper volume, is set aside,

a cost-saving steel frame is introduced on the lower level. The clarity and logic of the original structural order, an unattainable fiction,

in order to articulate this post and beam structure. A narrow, linear service block is added on the ground floor to the south side of

submits itself to the limits of budget and local restrictions. Honesty of construction is now coupled with artifice. The oversight will be

the building, with two small entrance porches carved out at either end. Above, two terraces emerge to serve each of the bedrooms,

buried in the walls, unseen, but the knowledge of its unbecoming will remain. The implicit rigour of the original tectonic order still

a retrieval of an earlier proposition. Before tendering, the larger terrace is extended over the eroded south-east corner; a desired

holds sway in the dimensional order (the gap between things), but it is now largely a visual trope. The glazing component is reduced

incursion into the space below the crown of the beech tree. This makes for a completion of the rectangular volume and provides an

across both floors and bespoke timber glazing is abandoned in favour of a standard specification. The upper floor reverts to being

overhang beneath which to breakfast on a summer’s morning, shading for the interior and an awning to moderate the penetrating

almost entirely opaque, save the end walls opening onto the terraces. We have come almost full circle to resume the ambition of

reach of a low winter sun. The glazing to the upper level is reduced to a perimeter clerestory light and a debate ensues with the client

the first sketches. Two windows emerge in the north elevation, unwanted interlopers, a request of the client, repeatedly rebuffed by

regarding the exact height; the desire for greater containment set against his preference for the effect of the panopticon.

myself only to be repealed. The internal walls, stripped of their timber lining, are replaced with plasterboard and externally we move
from Larch to Douglas Fir. Despite it all, negotiations are not successful and in July 2014 they stall.

In 2011 the project was tendered and discussions subsequently advanced with two contractors regarding the detailed execution
of the work, to bring it within budget. These became protracted affairs. Although we were unable to reach agreement with the

In May 2015 we return to site with another builder. The slow unfolding recommences. With the casting of the chimney and the rising

preferred contractor, eventually one was struck with the under-bidder. Adjustments are made to the drawings incorporating savings

of the frame there are moments within the process of construction when the fragments begin to resemble earlier sketches. Tentative

and alterations and we proceed to site in July of 2012. The ground is excavated and the footprint marked out. Almost immediately we

aspirations; the fleeting promise of a sketch captured in a moment of its becoming. It’s as if in the journey towards realisation all the

encounter a seam of rock. As we can’t afford the additional cost of excavation the building is raised slightly bringing it in closer contact

potential projects are momentarily built. Within the one something of all of the variants is present. Fractured images, part landscape,

with the overhanging branches of the beech tree. The caretaker won’t countenance their cutting so the building shifts one and a half

part sketch, part construction; its incompleteness in construction as open and inviting of interpretation as the sketch itself. The journey

metres to the north, out of the desired alignment with the free standing gable wall. Excavation continues and the groundwork is cast.

through making is as fluid as that through drawing; a process that is often replete with a nostalgia for the unbuilt. As if by way of

By early summer of the following year the contractor was no longer progressing the work on site. Samples of the proposed timber for

confirmation, as the external envelop emerges, the client observes the error of excessive enclosure on the ground floor and reverses

the structure were not procured and the timber window joinery failed to progress. After extended delays, the contract is determined

an earlier saving. The interloping window at ground level is removed. In discussion with the carpenter the final details and finishing of

in July 2013, work stops and the site is closed.

the external cladding alter. With the floor polisher we chose the final grade of stone chipping from a local quarry. Meanwhile, plans
are advanced to renovate the stone out-house, reinstate the retaining wall and make good the freestanding gable wall. An old memory
persists that the stone from the original structures had been placed in the lake, leading to a search to recover the material. In due
course it was successfully extracted and employed in the reconstruction under the guiding hand of the stonemason. Elsewhere, old
slates from a nearby outhouse are salvaged to undertake repairs to the roof. The old fabric is re-stitched back into the re-making of the
landscape; a rehabilitation of settlement.
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As the project continues to wind its way slowly to a conclusion an inevitable frustration is felt at the failure to realise aspects of the
proposal. The centre of gravity needs re-establishing; its wandering curtailed. The governing narrative is reasserted through a small
interval act, enacted as a means of engaging with the original desire for a place to be at one with the landscape. Briefly, before
refurbishment begins, the small outhouse is converted into a camera obscura. Though the upper light-box window a pinprick of light
casts an inverted image of the landscape outside onto the interior gable wall. The simple stone enclosure sits momentarily in full
possession of its landscape. Outside and inside are re-united in an inversion of the setting being housed by the object. When the house
is complete it is difficult to recollect any version other than the one that is built. The variants seem to fade away at the insistence of the
object, as it asserts itself in its landscape: the particular siting, the constitution of material, the play of light, the whir of the sun. Sitting
against the retaining wall under the entrance under-croft with the cattle congregating in the field above, standing below the full crown
of the noble beech on the upper terrace is to sense the affirming reality of the earliest sketches; intimations of feeling as much as any
kind of spatial order. The house in the tree, the house in the ground, both archetypes; the experience is immutable. Standing in the
kitchen, looking through the window that peeps out past the free standing stone gable wall, a perfectly framed picture confronts you
with all of the planar authority of a Japanese landscape painting: a tree in the foreground, the lake in the distance, a small stream rises
from the bottom of the frame and ascends to the middle before it enters the lake. The lake itself mirrors the colour and atmosphere
of the sky. So perfectly composed is the composition, of background and foreground, it seems inconceivable that it could arise simply
by chance. Yet the building moved laterally only on account of hitting an unforeseen rock, then ricocheting off of the tree above before
settling to its current location. Chance yields a fortuitous, if unintentional, alignment in the constellation of things. The adjustment that
appears most considered is unintended, while that which appears to be without effort arrives only after a long and circuitous journey.
A fictional narrative sustains it.

fig. 91
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The Fragments Resemble the Sketch
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fig. 92
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Teeroneer, Co. Clare - Entrance Undercroft, Ground Floor, Looking to Outhouse

fig. 93

Teeroneer, Co. Clare - Terrace, First Floor, Beneath Beech Tree
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fig. 95
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fig. 94

Teeroneer, Co. Clare - House in Context, Between Beech and Oak

Teeroneer, Co. Clare - House in Context, Lough O’Grady
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fig. 96
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Teeroneer, Co. Clare - West Elevation, To Upper Field

fig. 97

Teeroneer, Co. Clare - East Elevation, Extant Stone Ruins
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fig. 99
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fig. 98

Teeroneer, Co. Clare - Interior, Ground Floor, Looking East

Teeroneer, Co. Clare - Interior, Ground Floor, Looking West
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fig. 100

Teeroneer, Co. Clare - Interior, Staircase, Looking East

fig. 101

Teeroneer, Co. Clare - Interior, Staircase, Looking West
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GROUND

THE TOPOGRAPHY OF A HOUSE

My interest lies in the space that arises between how things are made and how they are made up. In the following I detail a study

One of the most powerful of physiological experiences is our perception of the relationship to ground. The sensation of being

of the underlying three-dimensional order of a number of completed dwellings and their corresponding internal and external

embedded in, or raised relative to, our primary plane of reference a primal experience affiliated with our sense of occupation and

surfaces. It considers both manmade and natural features, to incorporate both the building and its surrounding context into an

navigation of space. The body is highly attuned and responsive to this register of elevation and enclosure. Our visual registration

expanded idea of ‘ground’. The establishment of a series of shifting and overlapping horizontal datums, of connecting lines informs

of movement is often relative to fixed entities; our progression through space coupled with physical sensation. The house can be

our perception and, critically, the registration of a space. Negotiating the internal landscape of the house involves the incorporation

understood as an occupied landscape, a housing for the body, both framing and settling us into the world around us; a field of lines

of stairwells, landings and pathways, the infrastructure of movement; in an accommodation of the body. The overall effect is the

and surfaces delineating another geography of home, at the intersection of habit and place.

articulation of a precise study of place a complement to the precision of atmosphere discussed in previous chapters.
The following survey of the details, surface features and internal organisation of the house gives a three-dimensional reading
In the play of levels, the slippage of surfaces or the transition between inside and outside, one thing often becomes another;

of the overall internal organisation. Mapping the critical dimensions that, in turn, give rise to specific spatial configurations and

the ambiguity of double functioning objects. In those that reside in two places or states at the same time there is the invitation

corresponding physical sensations. This internal man-made topography is extended into the immediate context and from there to

to speculate, to fictionalise your own inhabitation of the artefact. The fiction of inhabitation stimulated by the topographical

the natural landscape beyond, in an incorporation of an expanded idea of ‘ground’. The establishment of a series of shifting and

elaboration of the dwelling.

overlapping horizontal datums informs our perception and registration of a space. In effect it becomes a precise study in the making
of place. These surface articulations are often a direct response to the immediate landscape or the adjacent built context, drawing
lines of elevation, geographical features into conversation with the interior and exterior ordering of the dwelling. Manipulations of
form are derived from external forces or stimuli, adjustments of dimension arising through alignments and established points of
reference. By corollary, there are also those that are derived internally and directly through use in an accommodation of the body;
the height of a seat, a table, a countertop, dimensions that are directly related to and derived from our physical habits, our own
anatomy. The body exerts dimensional constraints on the internal configuration and ordering of the house. Throughout the work
there are repeating dimensional iterations; configurations derived from spatial memory. Each re-enactment is contextualised by
the immediate constraints and conditions of site and made unique. Topographical arrangements that are in turn immediately linked
with the system of circulation, and induce a particular sequence of movement through the dwelling. The flow of bodies at times
expedient, elsewhere leisurely, is both circuitous and efficient: inviting places to sit and work, others for retreat. Surfaces become
double functioning: seat becomes step, floor converts to countertop, shifting territories where ambiguous meaning and function
can allow for different readings and perceptions of a space. Elements of construction dissipate their function into the surrounding
internal landscape. The artefact opens itself up to other fictional interpretations of use and understanding. Deliberate ambiguity is
pursued as a means of generating different readings.
In the north-west of Ireland in Co. Sligo, in the townland of Dromard, a new, single storey house is proposed adjacent to an old
cottage that stands alone in a field close to the road. This flat, exposed landscape is bereft of trees, save the odd specimen bent
over from the constant force of Atlantic gales. The precinct of the house is defined by an enclosing wall which envelops a deep,
rectangular plan arrangement of internal rooms and external courtyards. This wall is set at 3.6m high, a bulwark against the wind
and allows for the cultivation of the ground within its protective girth. The house itself, with its constant parapet, remains lowlying and flat, mirroring the character of the landscape. Internally, an uninterrupted ground plane is established. The modulated
ceiling above rises to 3.0m before falling locally to 2.1m in those rooms that accommodate a reciprocal courtyard on the roof. The
low ceiling height creates a compressed horizontal space that bears down, trapping you close to the ground. Narrow staircases rise
to serve these overhead rooms, carrying the concrete surface of the lower level with them to the roof and establish the material
register of a raised ground above. With their 0.9m high parapet walls this new ground affords extensive, uninterrupted views across
both the landscape and ocean. Elsewhere, deep courtyards, interstitial spaces between rooms, offer varied microclimates. Clayfilled basins accommodate fertile gardens, shady hollows. Arrival is by way of a partially embedded, covered ramp, an umbilical cord
connecting the old cottage. This leads to an enclosed entrance courtyard with a shallow pool that gathers the water from the roof,
before distributing it to the gardens. Circulation is circuitous, meandering left and right in the manner of a maze, delivering a slow
unfolding of the internal order. All windows in the external wall are set at 0.6m above the ground and terminate at 1.8m; viewfinders
of constant aperture that frame the middle-ground beyond.

fig. 102
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St. James is a small addition to an urban house close to the centre of Dublin. It too holds a recreational courtyard on the roof,

Like Torca Hill, the addition to the rear of the existing house along Burdett Avenue, forms a podium that shelters under a deep

levitating over the kitchen and dining space below, seemingly hung from the linear roof-lights; a morsel of Piranesi. Here, in contrast,

overhanging roof framing extensive views of Dublin Bay. The device of the occluding wall in the garden is similarly employed to

the datum of the ceiling remains constant and it is the ground plane that cascades downwards in short flights of broad steps, falling

eliminate the middle ground, in this case a busy road that runs between both dwelling and the open water. The sea and the great

0.9m from the existing living room to the kitchen and then another 0.75m from there into the lowest room of the house: three

sweep of the bay are connected visually to the primary room of the house. A room 2.7m high set over a lower level of 2.4m, in an

rooms, one floating above, one contiguous with and one embedded into the ground outside. The latter gains a generous floor to

often repeated hierarchy of section. By contrast, the lower level of the house accommodates a deep under-croft that faces internally

ceiling height of 3.25m rising locally a further 1.1m where the long, linear upstand roof-light is arranged against the outside wall. The

into a small, intimate shaded courtyard: a place apart. Tiers of broad granite seating blocks rise to connect this part subterranean

two drops relate to the functional operating height of the kitchen counter-top and that of the concrete table cast along the glazed

level with the rear laneway. The parapet of the new addition forms an asymptotic junction with the existing house. This single point

entrance wall; dimensions derived from the body as it exerts its influence over the fixed matter of the house. Floor becomes counter-

of touch, its origin, it started here before ever it was a plan. Directly aligned with the bottom of the frieze of the original parapet

top, ground becomes table, roof a garden, walls are sand and cement rendered inside and out, meaning and use both ambiguous

it ensures the primacy of the original structure. This moment of genesis determines all subsequent sectional relationships and

and open to interpretation. The threshold between inside and out remains fluid and incurs a shifting sense of boundary, a sensation

dimensions, both within and outside the house, including pushing the lower level 1.2m below the external ground level.

reinforced by the fact that the glazed screens forming the perimeter do not connect with the ceiling plane, but sail past to meet the
parapet capping above. The ceiling appears to hover over the space seemingly unsupported, light filters through it spilling in around

The house at Bleach Road similarly starts from a single point of reference. This time the apex of the roof of the adjacent thatched

the edges. As the concrete floor slips into the yard and the floor slips into the kitchen the material drift induces another kind of

cottage establishes a horizontal datum above which nothing is allowed to rise, save the chimney stack. The house itself is set across

occupation. The artefact itself is not only brought about through the agency of fiction, but the embodied slippage in meaning also

an interlocking set of half levels. The maintenance of the original datum determines that the lower level must be below ground.

facilitates an inhabitation of the house, that is itself open to multiple interpretations and directions. Cast in concrete, it is permanent,

A series of rising horizontal datums are struck across the entirety of the house; lines of latitude connecting its material surfaces

robust, precise and particular yet inhabitation remains flexible. Above the internal flight of steps, a roof-light lifts the ceiling line to

into a single navigable whole whereby, garden, floor, courtyard, bench, parapet, balustrade, roof, ceiling, and lining are aligned

penetrate the plane of the roof overhead, facilitating the only movement between the existing living room and the kitchen. This

by an invisible ordering, operating from behind. The termination and commencement of materials, the elements of construction

double functioning element is part passageway, part light source. Circulation and movement are choreographed to coincide with

are deliberate, measured, and subject to house rules. The section is manipulated inducing moments of compression and release

sectional shifts in the house. The landscape of the dwelling is a matter of inside and out coupled with a precise and measured local

along the shifting promenade. A spatial orchestration that rises from 2.1m to 4.8m, coincides with the formation of inverted places

articulation of the artefact. The most satisfying moments rest in a kind of functional ambiguity.

to pause and linger. Others connect with the interstitial space trapped between inside and out, or beyond to the broader open
landscape. To bring light into the subterranean level two courtyards are cored into the volume from above, terminating 0.75m above

At Clyde Road the proposed addition to the rear is similarly settled 0.75m into the ground. It is characterised by a tight external

the finished floor level and a third becomes a bathroom. The brick floor of the courtyards is drawn into the bedrooms. Inhabitants

volume accommodating three internal levels. Locally floors draw away from the outer wall to form a series of double and triple

are encouraged to sit along the light-reflecting shelf facing the internal sun filled volume of the yard: view is denied. At the back of

height spaces and create narrow vertical fissures channelling light from unseen sources to the lower rooms. The floors cascade one

each the floor folds to form a brick bench, 0.45m high, inviting an alternate sedentary occupation of the yard’s edge; periodic sun

over the other, orientating views back and forth across the section of the house, linking one volume with another. These apertures,

traps during the day. The house folds and distorts in an accommodation of the body. Meanwhile the rooms rest in a shaded half-

set between consecutive layers of inner and outer wall, are at times aligned; elsewhere they slip apart. The generous volume of

light. In contrast to the entombed spaces below, the raised room, 2.4m high, that rests at the very top of the house under the roof,

the family room, 6.0m high, is connected to the main body of the house through a small 2.0m high dining booth, a moment of

forms an elevated podium with unimpeded views out across the landscape. In the centre of the dwelling the vertical, open volume

compression as you pass from old to new, before stepping into the room beneath the mezzanine at 2.75m, followed by the full

of the stairwell plunges through an opening into a linear, horizontal space; a passage of compression 2.1m high held by an extended

release of the volume. Beyond is the alternate release of the main kitchen. The room reads as a void carved out of the main volume

concrete roof before slipping into the largest room of the house where a contrasting height of 3.4m ensures a generous volume

sitting above. The floor of the kitchen-dining booth, which levitates over the courtyard patio, is extended to form a concrete table

associated with the main living space. The plane of the lower roof returns to form a deep shelf distributing light from a clerestory

forming one side of the room and is contiguous with the level of the garden outside. Elsewhere a bench completes the perimeter

window above. At the other end of the house, a low entrance 2.1m high, is formed by carving a recess out of the brick volume.

condition.

Passing beneath the overhang, the ground immediately drops 0.45m in a set of slow, shallow steps while the height and weight of
the wall above impels the body to stoop; a discrete genuflection. Elsewhere the dimension is converted to a bench, a place to linger

Torca Hill is a large two-storey house located in a suburb of Dublin overlooking Dublin Bay. As the name implies, the site is a steeply

before entry.

sloping, rocky outcrop, bounded to the north and west by a pedestrian right-of-way and by neighbouring properties. A single
optimum contour line is selected and stretched to form a broad podium that acts as the main living level. The roof, a horizontal
datum, floats 2.7m above. The open living spaces of the house are caught between the two, forming an airy cliff ledge from which to
survey the sea below; a perception reinforced by the granite landscape being drawn into the living room, chiselled out of the same
stone, in material continuity. The lower level of the house at 2.4m high is set 0.75m below the garden level and acts as a retaining
element set into the hill to hold it at bay. A stone-wall is strategically placed at the bottom of the lower garden, the top of which
aligns with the upper floor. It eliminates the view, holding the rooms to an intimate conversation with the garden. The same wall has
the effect of eliminating the middle ground from the upper floor level and underpins the horizon. The garden enters the bedrooms,
in the form of a wide granite table, as an extension of the ground outside. The inhabitant is invited to sit facing to the horizontal
plane. Broad external, granite steps link the two levels and facilitate a promenade through the landscape, a continuous rising path
through the garden, extending to the hill beyond.
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St. James

St. James

fig. 103

fig. 104

St. James, Dublin - Roof-light and Ceiling Plane

St. James, Dublin - Axonometric
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This idea of a cut ground to facilitate a part subterranean level is developed further in the rear addition to a mid-nineteenth

A decorative frieze sits above the existing front opening, resting on a short colonnade of Doric columns. The original dimension is

century, terraced house along Monkstown Crescent. Again, the proposal arises from the desire to maintain a height and volumetric

extruded to create a 1.1m high horizontal band that rings the plane of the roof. This is expressed both externally and internally as

relationship with the existing building and neighbouring properties. A massing relationship that responds by maintaining the primacy

a plain white rendered surface. The proposed intervention is immediately drawn out of a conversation with the existing structure.

of the original structure, retains the prevailing equilibrium and urban balance. Two small courtyards penetrate to a depth of 0.75m

The bottom of the frieze sets a new horizontal datum within the room, with the 2.7m high timber lining operating as an interstitial

above the finished lower ground floor level, either side of the rear return, servicing the excavated space below the main body of the

band breaking the continuity between floor and ceiling. Two white horizontal planes reflect one another and inhabitation operates

building which floats above. This central linking volume is solely top-lit in contrast with the lateral, borrowed light that enters the

between them. The drop in floor level is achieved in two shifts of 0.6m, one internal the other external, before a final step into the

room below, via the courtyards. A concrete table is cast along the edge of the lower room: a deep light shelf to re-direct light into

garden, which is approximately 1.5m below the entrance level. White terrazzo plinths, enticing both the inhabitant and inhabitation

the space, while a corresponding dropped ceiling overhead multiplies the level of reflection. An elevated open structure establishes

of the house slowly out into the exterior. The last broad landing is a slightly elevated perch from which to view the garden beyond,

the back of the rear garden contiguous with the level of the adjacent lane and a corresponding pavilion set 1.5m below occupies

a half-way house. This lower terrace in turn links to the half-landing of the basement staircase, accessed by a glazed doorway

the middle ground with the original house located behind this again, linked to the pavilion by the rear return but separated from

inserted into the external brick wall. The whole conception can be viewed as an elaborate occupied staircase that ebbs and flows

the rear garden by the courtyards. This middle structure has the character of a table supported on two fin legs, the overhanging

between the levels of the house, attaching to it the attendant rooms and associated outside spaces and combining them into a single

roof edged with a deep perimeter down-stand beam, shelters a walkway that both defines the external circulation and shields the

choreography of movement and use.

south facing room from excessive sunlight. The circulation passes along a raised walkway above the western courtyard then shifts
laterally across the garden under the protective overhang before rising along a stepped path that hugs the stone boundary wall. This

At Richmond Place the small two-storey brick house is made at the junction with a narrow, busy road. A solid brick wall protects the

walkway demands the drop in ceiling height above the lower bedroom table. The deep, reflecting aperture is an outcome of the

inhabitation of the house from the activity of the street. The first floor overhangs the lower volume, shadowing a shallow ramp that

accommodation of movement above. Traversing the landscape of the house is choreographed with the reception and manipulation

leads in turn into a small covered recessed porch. In the depth of the recess is a small compression and before entering the house,

of light. Internally a rise of 1.5m, formed from two lifts of 0.75m brings you to the piano-nobile level of the main house, contiguous

a glazed screen opens to the landing of the timber-lined staircase. In the darkness you can see the light falling on the landing floor

with the level at the rear of the site. Climbing to the middle terrace the concrete roof of the pavilion penetrates the kitchen of the

from the roof-light above. You enter at kitchen level set at 0.75m above the living room. A concrete table, contiguous with the floor

rear return, creating a spatial overlap 2.1m high; a threshold moment of compression as one passes between the two volumes, is

and set along the entrance ramp window, offers a place to settle during the day facing the western sun, before it folds into a set

characterised by an outward gaze and horizontality and a contrasting verticality and sense of interiority. The entire site is built: a

of steps and the rising central chimney hearth. It forms part of an extended, recessed concrete ground work, that demarcates the

modulated, sectional landscape of garden, room and courtyard. The whole is surrounded by high stone garden walls, in effect an

lower footprint of the house. The kitchen counter overlooks the living room, which gains a height of 3.0m due to the recessing of the

interior in itself and the steeples of the neighbouring churches appear over the walls, the only intimation of the city outside.

ground. At the top of the house, a timber table forms the edge of the bedroom overlooking the stairwell. Clad in oak, it peers into
the void; a private interval of space buried away in the city that is lit from above.

A meandering circulation of pathway and staircase also underpins the organisation of a proposed mews house along Palmerston
Lane. The half levels of the main staircase connect all of the principal rooms and the two blocks, front and rear, that straddle a

Just as the surfaces fold about the house, the folding line envelops space inside and out, pushing and pulling, compressing and

central courtyard. Along the way the path diverges, to a meandering route that brings you briefly through the living room to an

releasing, as it draws it into its hold. It demarcates imagined surfaces out of the ether, accommodating the body in the world: the

external terrace and patio before returning through the lower level of the house and rising to arrive once again at the main entrance.

emerging fold of a seat from a wall, a table expanded to the dimension of a courtyard, a stairwell, the framing or denial of a view of

Landings extend to become rooms; the lower patio expands to form the kitchen countertop. Views are extended from one level into

the sky, the embrace of a room. Lines draw things into the orbit of one another, generating associations and hierarchies of intimacy.

another, such that the relatively sober internal organisation takes on the character and quality of a maze. Again, the entirety of the

Lines rule all surfaces. Vectors move from one point to another, having magnitude as well as direction, they carry weight in the

site is built; a precinct set inside an enclosure of high boundary walls. For the greater part the gaze is inward to the central courtyard,

delineation of space. Like contours they reveal the topographical modulation of surfaces, exposing the edges, the folds and creases,

and the rear elevation is opaque on the upper level, thereby maintaining neighbouring privacy, while fomenting an interiority and

the amplitude of our three-dimensional world. Taming the line equates to a conquering of space. I mentioned in the opening

inversion within the house itself. The external materials return inside to form the linings of the internal walls, further consolidating

paragraph of this section the challenge of the unconscious line: its mastery is the most difficult of all. A line, that with a seeming air

the sense of a single landscape that is part inside, part out.

of almost casual indifference creates a charge in space, a lasting tension between foreign bodies; it can join things that don’t touch,
bridging fissures in the landscape.

No. 4 Harcourt Terrace is a three-storey over basement, stucco house that forms part of an elegant Regency terrace, built in the
middle of the nineteenth century in the centre of Dublin. The term, ‘terrace’ refers as much to the formation and construction of

Tracing an imaginary line between a cluster of stars gave them an image and an identity. The stars threaded on

the ground level in preparation for receiving the building, as to the serial arrangement of the buildings. The man-made landscape is

that line were like events threaded in a narrative. Imagining the constellations did not of course change the stars,

integral to the formation of the domestic realm. The modification of the adjacent, single storey pavilion connecting the upper ground

nor did it change the black emptiness surrounding them. What it changed was the way people read the night sky. 54

floor and basement of the house with the rear garden, affords again, an opportunity to explore the uninterrupted horizontal datum
of the roof registering against a cascading podium below. Importantly, the modification is also a continuation of the manipulation of
the ground plane, the setting out of the site, initiated with the original act of construction.
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John Berger - and our faces, my heart, brief as photos, 1984 - Ch.01, ‘Once’, P. 08 - Bloomsbury
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Clyde Road

Clyde Road

fig. 105

fig. 106

Clyde Road, Dublin - Kitchen Floor and Concrete Table

Clyde Road, Dublin - Axonometric
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Burdett Avenue

Burdett Avenue

fig. 107

fig. 108

Burdett Avenue, Co. Dublin - Under-croft and Amphitheatre

Burdett Avenue, Co. Dublin - Axonometric
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Palmerston Lane

Palmerston Lane

fig. 109

fig. 110

Palmerston Lane, Dublin - Pathway and Staircase

Palmerston Lane, Dublin - Axonometric
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Harcourt Terrace

Harcourt Terrace

fig. 111

fig. 112

Harcourt Terrace, Dublin - Frieze and Podium

Harcourt Terrace, Dublin - Axonometric
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Ballynacarrig

Ballynacarrig

fig. 113

fig. 114

Ballynacarrig, Co.Wicklow - Steps and Landing

Ballynacarrig, Co.Wicklow - Axonometric
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Richmond Place

Richmond Place

fig. 115

fig. 116

Richmond Place, Dublin - Table and Void

Richmond Place, Dublin - Axonometric
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Bleach Road

Bleach Road

fig. 117

fig. 118

Bleach Road, Co. Kilkenny - Brick Floor and Courtyard

Bleach Road, Co. Kilkenny - Axonometric
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Dromard

Dromard

fig. 119

fig. 120

Dromard, Co. Sligo - Roof and Courtyards

Dromard, Co. Sligo - Axonometric
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Monkstown Crescent

Monkstown Crescent

fig. 121

fig. 122

Monkstown Crescent, Co. Dubin - Compression and Release

Monkstown Crescent, Co. Dubin - Axonometric
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Torca Hill

Torca Hill

fig. 123

fig. 124

Torca Hill, Co. Dublin - Podium and Roof

Torca Hill, Co. Dublin - Axonometric
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THE INTENTIONAL LINE
Having visited the old ‘Yellow Cat’ 55 in Santo Tirso we strolled down the street to encounter a brand new ‘White Cat’ 56 poised
and stretched out along the edge of a granite plaza at the bottom of the hill. Forty years later, a single line of diagonal intent is set
against a backdrop of monastery and sky, its singular, powerful presence drawing all the constituent parts about it. Yet, even in its
newness the ‘White Cat’ looks like it has always been there, as if nothing has been disturbed. But everything has been altered. The
parts thrown in the air and re-assembled, only you can’t see it at first. The King of Cats is too clever. An ornamental baroque window
inserted into the gable wall of the monastery occupies the spot of an old doorway, a seamless mend. You have to keep looking
before it slowly yields, revealing something of itself to you.
The adjacent recessed corner entrance is the only opening in the otherwise long blank wall that faces the street. Above, in the deep
overhanging soffit there is a small nick along the line of the plastered edge where it rises, no more than 25mm, before slipping back
down into alignment with the continuous leading edge. You don’t notice it at first, when you see it you can’t stop looking at it. Like a
tiny disturbance in an otherwise flat, calm sea, its presence amplified beyond simple measure.
“Jorge, is that a mistake?” I asked, “It can’t be intended.”
We both maintained our gaze, fixing on the dissonant trajectory of this aberrant line.
Jorge explained that, according to the King of Cats, there are times when you read a poem and think it great then on second reading
you’re not too sure. There’s something about it that’s just not quite right, while you can’t put your finger on it. It’s more of a feeling
than anything else.
In absentia, sotto voce,
“Well, that’s one of those things!” whispered the King of Cats.
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Antonio Carlos Siza House - Architect Alvaro Siza - Santo Tirso, Portugal - 1976 -1978
Abade Pedrosa Museum of Archaeology - Architect Alvaro Siza - Santo Tirso, Portugal - 2016

fig. 125

Museum of Archaeology, Santo Tirso, Portugal - The Diagonal Line

fig. 126

Museum of Archaeology, Santo Tirso, Portugal - The Entrance
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CONCLUSION
THE POSSIBILITY OF FICTION

He immediately goes on to say, “And pleasing to me because his thought is necessary to me, a guide to my own which met with his
along the way.” And so the momentary pulsing thought of the stone mason, aligned with the precise action of his hand continues to

In Days of Reading

57

by Proust (1905) he assigns two unique values to reading, the first, that it assists in remembering and secondly,

resonate out across time, cascading over the minds of others. In the moment of reading Proust is overcome by the desire to discover

that in solitude it deposits deep into the subconscious of the recipient the creative thought of others and by so doing, and to this

the figure for himself, as if the fictional construction of words would be resurrected more fully in the experience of the matter of the

he attributes the greatest importance, it incites them in their own creative endeavour. It propels them in the formation of their

thing itself, and he makes the journey to the cathedral to observe the material thoughts of others.

own thoughts by reaching into that place that is almost unknown to themselves, where as he puts it, “we receive images from the
In the preceding pages, I set out my own journey, in part the long held ambition to re-visit the house in Santo Tirso, by Alvaro Siza;

imagination, ideas from the intellect and words from the memory”.58

to experience again at close hand, the matter of the thing itself. In many respects this house is the fulcrum on which the dissertation
By way of example, the opening essay is a heartfelt and deeply insightful appreciation of the polymath John Ruskin. The undertaking

pivots. Reading about it again gives me cause to recollect a memorable visit made many years before, and places the deliberate,

is prompted by the moment of Ruskin’s passing; he finds himself re-reading the Seven Lamps of Architecture, (1849) wherein he

fictional construct of the architect at the centre of my own thoughts. His thoughts then become a guide to my own as I retrieve from

encounters the fateful passage in which the author draws from the vast sculpted edifice that is Rouen Cathedral (12 century) a

the subconscious the residue of experience; while I set out the detailed account of my own creative process. This oscillates in the

tiny, almost insignificant detail and weaves from it a substantive discourse around the value of human effort and the inimitable

territory between how things are made and how they are made up, and becomes an exploration of the space that opens up between

relationship between the hand and thought. Plate XIV from the ‘Lamp of Life’ that accompanies the original text depicts the little,

the pragmatism required in realising a project, of building something on the one hand, and the ideas that take place around the

sullen, sculpted figure who so captures Ruskin’s eye and thought as to lead to his elevation above the host of other miniscule

making of something on the other. I observe that buildings are essentially constructions of fiction, they are made up, and the facture,

characters adorning the Portal of the Booksellers.

that is the act or process of making something, by corollary, carries with it its own fiction. For me, this place that hovers between
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th

‘reality’ and the imagination is the proper home of the architect. A short walk from the house in Santo Tirso there is a recent building
The plan of his head, and the nod of the cap over its brow are fine; but there is a little touch above the hand especially

by Siza, an addition to an old monastery that is now the local Museum of Archaeology. In the soffit above the entrance portal the

well meant: the fellow is vexed and puzzled in his malice; and his hand is pressed hard on his cheekbone, and the flesh

architect carves a recess about 25mm deep, a small detail no more significant to the whole of the edifice than, “the especially well

of the cheek is wrinkled under the eye by the pressure … but considering it as a mere interstice on the outside of a

meant touch above the hand,” that Ruskin observes in the figure amongst the Portal of the Booksellers. Yet, this detail, which he too

cathedral gate, and as one of more than three hundred, it proves very noble vitality in the art of the time.

draws with great purpose in his sketchbook, no doubt because it aligns with his thoughts, charges the whole of the building with

60

a deep, ponderous question about the role of perfection in making. At first it isn’t seen, being too insignificant to register, only on
From the point of his pen Ruskin summons the little figure, the frame to a tiny quatrefoil, out of anonymity, and assigns to him

closer inspection does it reveal itself, initially as an imperfection and only later, slowly its fiction.

a value as significant as that lent through the hand of the original sculptor. This infinitesimally small interstice amongst stones,
his captivating, wry look achieved though the sleight of hand of the stone mason, is now amplified by words and co-opted in the

In coming to a project the induced wandering of both mind and hand, often prompted by something tangential to the immediate

common cause of craft over mechanisation. The smallest detail is extracted from the whole and expanded to become the substantive

task, is ultimately instrumental in the formation of a case specific code that allows for the ‘why’ and the ‘where’ of everything in

piece of evidence that underpins the narrative. But he didn’t only write about him he drew him; he had to draw him,

the project; as at some point along this iterative, overlapping journey of sketching and thinking I begin to designate meaning, the

as Proust writes.

outcome of a slow distillation between line and thought. Attachment to the code once formed is immutable, and adherence resolute
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to the point of defying logic, convention, the opprobrium of others, and even common sense. Although increasingly it manifests
Unconcerned by the size of the object that occupies his time and, though having but one human life to live,

itself as a more open and accommodating narrative. The code 63 also survives as a memory of the process of becoming, you carry

he spends several days in front of one of the ten thousand figures on a church. He drew it. For him it corresponded

it forward with you; not the building. It can survive the building itself, a fact reinforced by the realisation that while I seldom go

to the ideas stirring in his brain … because for him it was an actual and enduring part of his thought.

back to buildings once they are made, the experience of making them is not diminished by the passing of years; in fact, sometimes

62

the intensity of feeling appears strengthened by time and distance. The narrative of making forms part of the architect’s archive
of experience, and is transferred or embedded in the artefact. The implementation of the code in the realisation of the building,
imparts a particular ambience, which is then communicated to others through what I’ve termed a, ‘precision of atmosphere’. The
specific formulation of an atmosphere remains elusive: an amalgam of the broad formal moves, the orchestration of level, down to
the pointed execution of a minor detail; ultimately, it becomes a new compound in which the elements can no longer be separated.
The transfer of its essence is more the matter of a slow, unconscious absorption delivered through the experience of the space,
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Code – a set of rules allowing for the conversion of a piece of information into another form of representation
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than any didactic or demonstrative delivery. Its origin can remain submerged; however, it is both felt and observed. I should affirm
that I don’t care for it when it is otherwise, when the building wears its inception too blatantly, when it is too much in evidence,
too readily decoded. As if you were never meant to stay for too long. For example, the house in Santo Tirso cannot be successfully
photographed, the jarring geometries, multiple perspectives and restriction in dimension confuse the lens, while a conventional
reading of the plan cannot impart anything of the intimacy of the spaces or the building’s singularity. You can only absorb the
palpable presence of the underlying thought when you are there.
As my journey continues it becomes clear to me that fiction is a more complex matter with many guises beyond simply manifesting
itself in the parti of the project. There is the fiction of memory, of the city, of the diagram, of site, of construction, of function, of
inhabitation, and ultimately there is the fiction of the architect, aspects of which are explored in the six chapters that comprise
the dissertation. It can sit outside of the artefact characterising the ether in which it oscillates, it can be written into its production
qualifying the matter of the thing, and it can set the artefact up as a fictional device that alters the way in which we experience and
inhabit space. And like the palimpsest, it remains in the mind of the architect and therefore can survive the fate of the building itself.
In this sense neither the matter of its conception nor of its retention is tied to its eventual occupation. Independently of this, all
inhabitants both bring with them and create their own fiction in the act of inhabitation, and they should not to be burdened with
the role of invigilator of the thoughts of others. The surest way to terminate a story is to deny its re-reading; to stop it floating in the
world.
When I first began to practice, my way of working and of understanding the work was more linear, beginning with the conception
of the project and ending with its delivery. The creative phase privileged the initial period of work and regarded the long process
of execution more as a necessary formality that, while important, didn’t implicate itself in the work to a great extent. Obstacles
encountered along the way to the realisation of the initial idea were seen as operating against the work and its conclusion;
impediments to be overcome, as if the outcome had already been determined. Projects were negotiated individually. Over time this
has acquired an additional dimension that offers more depth; to become the space out of which I operate. The process of making
things has acquired a narrative of its own, one that is more open ended; where the project is in play for longer. It remains contingent
in making and willing to play this off against the element of certainty provided in aspects of the abstraction of thinking, as they
inevitably begin to intersect with one another. In part, this is tactical, to do with having projects at different stages of development,
and having to be responsive to the vagaries of complex sites, to the unknown foibles of existing buildings. It facilitates the
unforeseen being turned to the projects advantage; the perfunctory detail or event to resurrect itself as part of the fiction. There is
a story being told, and the story can adapt to the evolving circumstance of its telling. But more important than this, is the realisation
that comes with time, that I am building a place out of which to make things, an amalgam of both memory and measure. And that is
the real project, and it’s in my head. Just as the water in the fountain can’t climb any higher than the force of pressure behind it, so
the process of the PRS has allowed me to climb that little bit higher than I’ve achieved to date, and from this new vantage point this
much is now in evidence.

Fig. 127

Teeroneer, Co. Clare - Between Line and Thought
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WHAT I HAVE DONE
Through this research I reveal and then establish how it is that in the act of making things the practice is engaged in making things
up. Each project; therefore, is concurrently both a material and an immaterial construction. A building is a work of fiction as much
as it is one of matter. I demonstrate that making things involves several related fictions: the fiction of the architect, of site, of
construction, of artifact, and of inhabitation, amongst others. This complex overlaying of thought, action and matter, in the act of
both conception and construction of an object, creates something that is charged with a very unique and precise atmosphere. This
atmosphere permeates the entire construct where it remains discernible after completion, and thereby influences our occupation of
place. The experience of becoming is embedded within the object in its making, and through this reaches into our inhabitation of the
building: our dwelling in time.
I also acknowledge and demonstrate how this space, between the made and the made-up, is one of creative tension. This tension:
tempers the pragmatic, facilitates the opportunity for the unforeseen in the project, and importantly, it becomes a means of holding
the project of making to account, during the extended act of delivery.
That fiction sits at the heart of my own creative process comes from a realisation, on reflection, that I develop internal codes as a
precursor to making buildings. These codes are invariably constructs of memory, measure and experience, instrumental in the act of
making things. They are stories that surround building. This revised perspective, allows the contingent, and the ambiguous to hold
more weight as the building becomes, in part, a material narrative woven in and out of its context.
The process of undertaking the doctorate has allowed me to articulate and then structure back to myself that which previously
remained largely innate and undocumented. It also confirms to me that fiction is not so much inside the individual project, rather
inversely, all the projects sit within a construct of practical fiction.
For architecture in general the establishment and definition of the construct of, practical fiction, as underpinning practice has
significance. It extends the possibility of another paradigm of practice. This is achieved by deconstructing the boundary between
thinking and making. It affirms that thinking is not necessarily separate to, but rather it can be housed within making itself. It is a
construction; it can be material. For the same reason making cannot simply be a technical project, because our fictions are, in part,
housed in our material world. To understand this is to understand how we might better live in, with, and through building. How it is
that we can make a home for ourselves.
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ALONG THE WAY
Leon Battista Alberti, Stan Allen, Francis Bacon, Alberto Campo Baeza, John Berger, Jorge Luis Borges, Petr Borkovec, Francesco
Borromini, Dermot Boyd, Chris Boyle, A.S. Byatt, Italo Calvino, Lewis Carroll, Peter Carroll, John Cody, Le Corbusier, Jorge Carvalho,
Terence Davies, Paul Durcan, Charles and Ray Eames, Kenneth Frampton, Piero della Francesca, Charles Fernyhough, Aurelio Galfetti,
Johann Wolfgang van Goethe, Vilhelm Hammershoi, Seamus Heaney, Ernest Hemingway, Kazuo Ishiguro, Louis Kahn, Bernadette
Kiely, Milan Kundera, Sir Denys Ladsun, Sigurd Lewerentz, Alberto Manguel, Michael McGarry, Shelley McNamara, Isidore of Miletus,
Rafael Moneo, Eduardo Souto de Moura, Haruki Murakami, Christopher Nolan, Teresa Novais, Andrea Palladio, Sir Edward Lovett
Pearce, Marcel Proust, Sassetta, Anthemius of Tralles, José Saramago, Karl Heinz Schmidt, Rudolph Schindler, W.G. Sebald, Alvaro
Siza, Peter and Alison Smithson, Luigi Snozzi, John Soane, Aldo Rossi, Colin Rowe, Diego Velázquez, Frank Lloyd Wright, William Butler
Yeats …
It’s difficult to describe with any certainty a field of practice; it remains a mutable thing. It is not static. In writing down a list of
names I’m left wondering for example: why Schindler, not Neutra, Borromini not Bernini, Lewerentz not Asplund, Corbusier not
Mies; however, if I look to my bookshelf I can readily see those volumes that are thumbed through most frequently: fellow travellers
along the way. It’s not a case of proximity, the other is not beyond; they are not closer. In fact, the other is required in order to distil.
They operate within the orbit of one another, something akin to a constellation. It’s a case of searching out more frequently certain
stars in the sky, those that, for me, shine a little brighter. Equally, in unscripted moments those listed above often appear and occupy
my thoughts unsolicited. I feel I share something with them beyond the inevitable formal concerns that occupy much of architectural
discourse. As the circle grows bigger conversely the associations become clearer.
It can be the recollection of a conversation, shared thoughts or convictions, or, a particular generosity of spirit. At times, this is
through the prism of a relived experience. I recollect with some intensity the first time I stepped inside the church of St. Peter in
Klippan, by Lewerentz. If light is fundamental to architecture, this unassuming brick volume reminds me, as it did then, so too is
darkness. Darkness is not an absence of light. So, while Kahn talks to me of light, Lewerentz taught me about the dark. Curiously,
that said, as I write I recollect standing in the garden of the Esherick house in Philadelphia, where I observed the deep window
reveals housing the dark, while the rooms inside remained luminous. Darkness occupies the extended threshold between inside
and outside. If you look to Kahn’s original sketches of the house, the voids are represented as vigorously etched blocks of charcoal.
He drew the dark. I remember Siza’s office on Rua de Alegria, Porto, shrouded in an evening’s darkness, prompting the architect to
reflect aloud on Goethe’s last words, “Light, light give me more light”. And the same scene recollected many years later standing in
the dimly lit library of Goethe’s house in Weimar. I had gone there at Schmidt’s insistence, directions offered while standing in the
illuminated void that now sits at the heart of the old, renovated Schloss: home to the Anna Amalia library. In this book lined room
I was reacquainted with Baeza amongst others. In conversation I was advised Goethe never uttered these words. Later, almost by
way of compensation, in a room nearby, Baeza would confirm to us all the primacy of light. Here also, Schmidt encouraged me to
read Manguel, The Library at Night, (2006) and he gave me the gift of a work by Sebald, a reflection on time and memory. Memory
as a work of fiction. I recommended that he view, Of Time and the City, (2008) by Davies and sent a work of Heaney in return. Of
course, as a young man, Manguel read aloud to Borges, as he could no longer see. These fictions recounted into the dark would later
reemerge in his own work. It was Allen who first introduced me to the writing of Borges, Ficciones, (1944) when I was a student in
New York, imagining and drawing paper libraries, in part inspired by the written word.

The cities described in words by Calvino encourage me to seek out and understand something of the character of my own. I
remember once walking around Dublin with Moneo and Carroll, visiting its institutions, conversing about Rossi. I had always admired
Moneo’s essays, for me they illuminated and made accessible Rossi’s primary text, The Architecture of the City, (1966). Our house the
artefact and repository of collective memory, from where function comes and goes. Kahn said, “Every building is a house, regardless
of whether it is a Senate, or whether it is just a house.”64 These words echo earlier pronouncements by Palladio and Alberti; as they
both describe the city as a house and the house as a small city. Perhaps, in part, this is why for some years now, I return annually
to Rome to visit, San Carlo alle Quattro Fontane, by Borromini. The small, intimate complex was his first and last commission,
executed across the course of a lifetime. An underlying geometrical order underpins the stubborn separateness of the three principal
elements, as they unite in their interdependence, to constitute a whole. The satisfying tightness of the intellectual proposition,
the economy of its spatial measure, and exuberance of its experiential offering, chiseled into the city’s fabric, captivate me. There
remains a lightness to it all. In contrast, the old Houses of Parliament, across the road from our office, begun by Sir Edward Lovett
Pearce in 1729, is the combined work of four architects executed over a period of a little less than one hundred years. Each passed
the baton to posterity. Today their respective interventions, often robust, while discernible to the seasoned eye, remain almost
indivisible. Theirs remains a conversation continuous across time.
Visiting the house Corbusier built for his mother on the shore of Lake Geneva, reconfirms a long-held belief that it’s these short
essays, in the frequently posed question of house that stretch us the furthest. There is a sketch, by Siza, of the small room Corbusier
made for himself: perched precariously on the roof. It captures the raised platform along the outside wall located at the end of the
bed, formed to accommodate a simple desk. Too high to take in one step, you have to climb onto its surface to sit at the desk, to
take advantage of the view; a view purposefully denied from within the room itself. In doing so you’re encouraged to experience the
house as a child might. I remember standing on the staircase in the double height volume of the schoolhouse classroom in Monte
Carasso, as Snozzi announced the room to be a house: a home for each child. House as something we all know. One warm autumnal
day while sitting in Galfetti’s kitchen in Bellinzona, he drew an outline of his house in Greece onto the open page of my sketchbook;
two palm trees framing the sea. House as landscape. Later, as we walked across the elevated bridge that spans the public swimming
baths, he described planting with his own hands, the shading trees overhead, some forty years before. Then, there is the house of
the storyteller, the one Berger desires for us all. House, as something we both imagine and make for ourselves.
Once, in Istanbul, I spent a day sketching inside Hagia Sophia. As evening approached and the building emptied invigilators gently
ushered the last stragglers towards the door. I lingered in the shadow of the beast where for a brief moment in the jewelled twilight
of the great edifice I stood alone under the dome. I recollected Yeat’s poem, ‘Sailing to Byzantium’,65(1927), I remember reading it
aloud in school, on a day the rain dripped down the windows. It places architecture, the city, outside of time. In that moment all the
others were present.
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Fig. 61 Herculaneum, Italy - House of the Black Salon, The Ambulacra

Fig. 20 Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Central Passage

Fig. 62 Trinity College, Dublin - Fellows’ Square, The Lawn

Fig. 21 Antonio Carlos Siza House, Santo Tirso, Portugal - Front View to Street

Fig. 63 Ghent, Belgium - Room Interior, Wall Finishes

Fig. 22 Antonio Carlos Siza House, Santo Tirso, Portugal - Living Room

Fig. 64 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Ground Floor Plan, Proposed Interventions

Fig. 23 Antonio Carlos Siza House, Santo Tirso, Portugal - Dining Room

Fig. 65 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - First Floor Plan, Proposed Interventions

Fig. 24 Antonio Carlos Siza, Santo Tirso, Portugal - Courtyard
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Fig. 25 Antonio Carlos Siza, Santo Tirso, Portugal - Courtyard
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Fig. 26 Antonio Carlos Siza, Santo Tirso, Portugal - Courtyard

Fig. 68 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Interior, Upper Ground Floor

Fig. 27 Antonio Carlos Siza, Santo Tirso, Portugal - Courtyard
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Fig. 28 Antonio Carlos Siza, Santo Tirso, Portugal - Access Steps Leading from Street

Fig. 70 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Interior, Upper Ground Floor

Fig. 29 Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Diagram

Fig. 71 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Interior, Upper Ground Floor

Fig. 30 Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - The Room in the Landscape

Fig. 72 Interior Strandgade 30, Vilhelm Hammershoi 1908

Fig. 31 Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Interior, Dining Room Looking East, Light Recess

Fig. 73 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Interior, Upper Ground Floor

Fig. 32 Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Bedroom Looking West

Fig. 74 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Interior, Lower Ground Floor

Fig. 33 Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Bedroom Looking west

Fig. 75 Interior with a Lady Playing the Vaginal, Emanuel de Witte 1665 - 70

Fig. 34 Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Dining Room Looking West, The Missing Tree

Fig. 76 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Interior, Lower Ground Floor

Fig. 35 Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Dining Room Looking East

Fig. 77 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Interior, Lower Ground Floor

Fig. 36 Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Dining Room Looking East

Fig. 78 Interior with a Lady Playing the Vaginal, Emanuel de Witte 1665 - 70

Fig. 37 Bohermore House, Co. Kilkenny - Living Room Looking East, The Blinds Drawn

Fig. 79 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Interior, Lower Ground Floor
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Fig. 80 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Entrance Courtyard, Lower Ground Floor

Fig. 120 Dromard, Co. Sligo - Axonometric

Fig. 81 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Interior View to Entrance Courtyard, Lower Ground Floor

Fig. 121 Monkstown Crescent, Co. Dublin - Compression and Release

Fig. 82 Cambridge Villas, Dublin - Entrance Courtyard, Lower Ground Floor
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Fig. 89 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - Process of Becoming - Pen, Paper, Landscape, Building
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Fig. 90 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - Process of Becoming - Pen, Paper, Landscape, Building

Fig. 128 Henrietta Street, Dublin 1720 - Room Interior

Fig. 91 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - The Fragments Resemble the Sketch

Fig. 129 Henrietta Street, Dublin 1720 - Entrance Hallway

Fig. 92 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - Entrance Undercroft, Ground Floor, Looking to Outhouse

Fig. 130 Henrietta Street, Dublin 1720 - Drawing Room

Fig. 93 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - Terrace, First Floor, Beneath Beech Tree

Fig. 131 Bleach Road, Co. Kilkenny - Siteworks

Fig. 94 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - House in Context, Between Beech and Oak

Fig. 132 Palmerston Lane, Dublin - Model

Fig. 95 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - House in Context, Lough O’Grady
Fig. 96 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - West Elevation, To Upper Field
Fig. 97 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - East Elevation, Extant Stone Ruins
Fig. 98 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - Interior, Ground Floor, Looking East
Fig. 99 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - Interior, Ground Floor, Looking West
Fig. 100 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - Interior, Staircase, Looking East
Fig. 101 Teeroneer, Co.Clare - Interior, Staircase, Looking West
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PRACTICE RESEARCH SYMPOSIA

Pre Application Presentation - Nov 2013 ‘Invented Memory’
An examination of the role of memory as an agent in the work.
2 houses x 5 rooms - built and unbuilt
Exhibition Villa Noailles, Hyères, France, 9th of February 2013. Table presenting the complex,
interwoven myriad of thoughts, ideas and references that circulate through and underpin aspects of the project.

PRS 01 - April 2014 “The Archive and Invented Memory”
An examination of unbuilt work in the context of the city of Dublin.
The Project and the City - 11 projects + 1 city

PRS 02 - November 2014 “The Archive and Invented Memory”
A journey through three cities and one project.
The City and the Project - 3 cities + 1 project

PRS 03 - April 2015 “Practical Fiction” - Coding
An examination of one project and its underlying code.
The City, the House and the Code - 7 rooms + nothing built

PRS 04 - November 2015 “Enabling”
An examination of one project and its realisation.
The house in construction – 100m2 + almost there

PRS 05 - November 2016 “Topography”
An examination of one project in development.
Existing house extended 75 m2 + 200m2 x 2
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PRS 01 – April 2014 “The Archive and Invented Memory”
An examination of unbuilt work in the context of the city of Dublin.
The Project and the City - 11 projects + 1 city

I propose to use the material resource of the archive of unbuilt work to examine the emergence of an underlying methodology and
patterns of inquiry in our work and reflect on the significance of this in the production and output of the studio.
Each house is the product of a synthesis between invented and recounted memory as much as it is a process of objective decisionmaking and more formal preoccupations. Drawn from an archive of experience, encounters with the city, art and literature each
house carries the shadow of these reflections and it is this that often imparts and defines the intrinsic differences between them. A
reflection on how memory is an agent in each project.

fig. 128
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Henrietta Street, Dublin 1720 - Room Interior
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PRS01_APRIL_2014

The opening passage of ‘The Dead’, which is probably the most well-known short story in the book, begins:

LVS - Leon Van Schaik

Lily, the caretaker’s daughter, was literally run off her feet. Hardly had she brought one gentleman into the little

RB - Richard Blythe

pantry behind the office on the ground floor and helped him off with his overcoat, than the wheezy hall-door bell

SAW - Sue Anne Ware

clanged again and she had to scamper along the bare hallway to let in another guest. It was well for her she had

PM - Paul Minifie

not to attend to the ladies also. But Miss Kate and Miss Julia had thought of that and had converted the bathroom
upstairs into a ladies’ dressing-room. Miss Kate and Miss Julia were there, gossiping and laughing and fussing,

PC - Peter Cody

walking after each other to the head of the stairs, peering down over the banisters and calling down to Lily
to ask her who had come.

PC - Ok, thank you very much Sue Anne. So maybe just very briefly, I’d like to say my name is Peter Cody of Boyd Cody

Even in that opening paragraph, the feeling of the house is set out. The entire narrative takes place on the piano-nobile and in the

Architects, Dermot is my partner, and we’ve been working together for the last 14 years. We graduated together in 1990, I left and

connected hallway and there’s an intimation already that they have modified the house to accommodate their own needs. So the city

went to work in the office of Alvaro Siza, in Portugal, for about five years until 1995, and then I went to New York to Columbia University

in a way, it’s a city of houses accommodated here to the form of the book. It’s a reading of a place, but I’d also say, reading to me is a

to do a Masters. Dermot and I did our first project in New York in 1997. When I returned to Ireland in 2000, we set up a practice, and

place; it’s somewhere you go and this is some relevance to myself.

we’ve been working together for the last 14 years.
Dublin, as I said, largely speaking is a city of houses. It’s made up of a grain, plots about six to 12 metres wide and 20 to 60 metres
I want to look specifically at the work that I’ve done in Dublin, largely because I think that something intrinsic to this work is the city

deep, and they’re developed front to rear over time; they grow through accretion within the plot itself. The houses generally span not

itself. Most of the work and certainly all of the early work of the practice was in Dublin, so something about the organisation and

from party wall to party wall but to a central spine wall, so structurally they work along the depth of the plot. So, I guess the city has a

the structure of the city, is implicit in the work. It offered a very particular type of opportunity. These images are from a series of

very domestic character and it is largely a place of hallways, doorways, passageways, drawing rooms and stairwells and somehow this

completed projects, there are others, this is just a small number.

has always been thematic in our own work.

Actually, I’m going to concentrate more on projects that were not built, and the theme is, ‘The Archive and Invented Memory’. The

By the middle of the 19th century the city had already achieved its physical form where these terraces of houses were laid out. They

archive, I guess, is my reading of the city and I’d like to put it to you that the city is an archive; in a sense it’s the ultimate repository of

are made up of individual houses, sometimes made in pairs, but they are largely speaking individual houses that are built on a plot to

the social, economic and cultural ideas, of a people, over time. It has emerged out of an infinitesimally large number of small acts and

a certain number of rules and regulations, and so they have a uniformity, but within that uniformity, there is also a lot of individuality

somehow within that construct I see my own work.

and character.

On one hand you have the archive, which is the city, and then there’s also within that my own insignificant archive, which is the

The most significant thing is the section of the house, and the term ‘terrace’ which we often use to denote a row of houses, but in

work, the sketchbooks that document the process of the work. They’re a record of ideas about thinking and making; but they’re also

the 18th century, the idea of a ‘terrace’ was actually to do with the making of the ground; it was the enabling work, the ground work

abstractions, ideas without context. They’re purely architectural in a way, and what I’m interested in looking at is this overlay of the

involving the cutting and filling of the earth to form a platform to receive the house. It referred to this preparatory phase that allowed

idea and of the sketch onto the city, and the inter-reaction between both.

the house to be placed onto the ground. The working of the ground was very important to the formation of the Dublin house, because
it also makes the street, the cellar, the basement, the passageways and service areas.

I’d also make reference to a book by Charles Fernyhough, which is to do with the science of memory. The central thesis of the book
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is that memory … I guess in some respects we think of memory as a sort of archive that we reach up to, and like a possession we

You can see even in this modest house, which in this case is a single bay house, where the salient characteristics remain the fanlight

take a memory down when we recall something; but his central thesis is that memory is in fact reconstructed in the moment, it is

doorway, sash window and the chimney, you rise to an elevated level before entering; there’s both a lower ground floor and an upper

reconstructed in the present. Each time we reconstruct a memory, we add detail, context and perspective and that sort of rings true

ground floor, a shift in section as you move into the house. It doesn’t matter whether it’s the smallest artisan cottage or a much

to me, because in respect of my work, in many ways, it’s the reiteration of ideas, but each time in a specific context; it’s reconsidered,

grander house; the rule is the same. Here you have this lower ground floor and a raised floor and in this case, a four bay house four

I add detail and most importantly I add perspective to it.

storeys high, but the rules are the same.

I guess just to make a reference to Joyce, because in Dubliners, which is a series of short stories, he maps out the city and its physical

The greater part of the work of the practice has been set within this fabric, from this small modest intervention to a 19th century artisan

characteristics, but in a way, he paints a picture of the city through its characters, its inhabitants. And I feel a certain empathy with

cottage which has two rooms, where we worked in the courtyard to make additional space to the rear and to refurbish the house; to

that, because the work I do is nearly all of a domestic nature and in a sense it’s always about housing and staging people. It’s about

the making of a return on a mid-18th century townhouse. Again, a lot of the work in the case of these houses is about renewing and

staging life, how you eat, cook, sleep and wash; all acts that are integral to these stories, as over half of them start in a house.

upgrading the services, which they obviously didn’t have initially and in doing so working accretively to the back of the plot.
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In 2007, we made an exhibition in Lisbon, the title of which was, The Urban Void. I created this with Peter Carroll from A2 Architects,

Again another house, an early project about 2000 in Arnott Street; it wasn’t built, but it remains a very strong memory for me. One

colleagues of ours. We wanted to make a map of the city and show how it was altering and adapting to the present. It largely came

of the things I find interesting is because I’ve had access to so many of these houses, that you might not otherwise have got into,

about through looking at redundancy as a kind of catalyst to change and most of the projects that we examined were at a very large

you’re exposed to them in a way and you’re also working internally with them for some time, both physically and mentally, and as a

scale; so in the docklands, for example, you had the changing nature of container traffic resulting in the rehabilitation of the old docks

consequence they linger after in your mind. They stay internally.

area. There were large landfill sites on the edge of the city that had been looked at for housing, peripheral areas and motorways. But
the thing we looked at ourselves was the back-lands, within these urban plots, where both of our practices were working at this small

In this particular case, this unprepossessing single bay house at the end of a terrace has a very dramatic section when you stepped

local level; deeply involved in reworking the existing housing stock and re-engaging with it and thinking about densification of the city

inside because it has only four rooms, a living room, a kitchen and two bedrooms; but each room is at a different level. So basically,

from the inside.

they’re set out around the staircase, forming a terraced landscape in this house of four rooms. They’re interconnected and there’s a
very clear differentiation between the lower ground level and the upper ground level; you sense a physiological change in going from

We made a new series of studies of the proposals we had made over a period of time, again, documenting them and looking at the

this darker cooler room on the lower level to the brighter elevated space overlooking the street above. As I said, this almost physical

interventions we were making and how they were accommodating living within these houses again. This is a map of Dublin overlaid

memory of the house and the way its organised stays in your mind. And there’s also a very fluid feeling when moving between levels

with the projects we’ve made over the past fourteen years within the city, represented by the red dots, the green dot at the top is

within the house, as you never negotiate an entire level; for me, this house is very successful.

our own office, but they represent probably about a third of the projects that we’ve actually made; about two-thirds of the projects
haven’t been realised. There’s a far greater number of proposed interventions into the fabric of the city.

In contrast to that, in my own sketchbooks, there are ideas that are not related to any particular context, and one is represented by the
sketch at the bottom, which is an idea of coming to a house from below, like an under-croft where you arrive; the under-croft might

In summary, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. It’s like working on a tapestry or a custom mosaic and these are like

be a garden, a courtyard or a landscape. You arrive into the body of the house, up into the belly of the thing and the house develops

individual tessera; it’s like embroidering or detailing in a moment. Each time a project is made, but there are also iterations of the

from there on out. In many projects this starts to become a room; that’s a room set in a landscape or a cityscape, with the house the

project, when we come to another context, as they share many similar characteristics. It’s always to do with dwelling and in a way with

focus above it.

the staging of life, the staging of life for the inhabitants of the house.
This is a mews house on Morehampton Lane; it wasn’t built, but it embodies I guess two of those ideas. I took the split-level staircase,
I think another salient characteristic is most of this work is unseen, in the sense that it doesn’t have a public face because it’s to the

which I think uniquely works and there is a sort of schism across the section, so the body of the house floats and is anchored by the

rear; however, in some ways too there’s a sort of theatricality about the house in Dublin, they have very reticent façades, but inside

stairwell. The front and the rear courtyards and the kitchen become one space, which is articulated materially as one room. Just

they can be quite opulent; a more theatrical space. So, in this house, which is formed from 3No. small artisan cottages, the inside was

thinking of Fernyhough’s reconstructing of an idea, you know, from context, detail and perspective, that in a way, these ideas are

renovated and the dimension across the width of the plots was used to create a much larger sense of space within the house itself, but

brought to a particular place and restaged each time.

there’s no register of this on the façade.
Another project on Clyde Road, again the making of an under-croft as part of an addition to the rear. I used the staircase in the existing
Just going back to the sketchbooks, I mean the chimney is probably one of those things that registers across the city and is very

house to establish new levels, these levels attach themselves to the return landings of the staircase; so the main stairs become central

dominant on the skyline. It’s always there, a character within the city itself; a familiar form on the skyline. In the early projects I was

to all movement within the house, and at the end of each flight we have the accommodation. Sectionally, there’s a large window on the

always trying to put a chimney in, the sketch on the left is a project on Beaumont Avenue which was never built, it’s early work from

west side to bring light in through opaque glass, and its brought down diagonally through the section, so all the volumes in the house

about 2000, but on the right, is a building onsite, a house onsite, and it’s this sense that things that don’t get made still linger in your

inter-penetrate one another, and it ends up in that under-croft space which is connected back into the fabric of the existing house.

mind and they get rehabilitated in another project; so there’s this transfer of ideas from project to project.
The idea of a sketch that holds the germ of an idea long before something gets made; the sketch at the top is an idea about an upstand
As I said, this small intervention was made to the back of a house, a very modest 4m2, which then grew to be a mews house at the end

roof-light and a garden or terrace made at the top of a house, and what’s important really about the ground is that it comes into the

of the plot. So, a reciprocal dialogue was made between the 2No. pieces to the rear of the house. Then, that grew with the neighbours

house and makes a table. In this small project, 50m2, in St. James, this idea was enacted in the way that the slab is brought through;

into a dialogue discussing the hinterland of all of the plots and how they might be developed together; so again, even when making a

you could also think back to that idea of making a ‘terrace’ in a Georgian house, the re-making of the ground work to enable the house

house, you’re trying to make a city; I guess that’s always at the back of your mind; at the smallest level, a city is still being made.

to be placed on it.

In this case, the context is the house itself; it’s a series of interventions into the fabric of the house, including an addition to the rear

The first thing is to cast this slab, which was set down 0.75m into the ground to form a table and that becomes a datum onto which the

and the grabbing of space in the attic to make a bathroom to create this horizon over the cityscape. And later, another intervention

house is placed; above that is a floating roof, which has a roof garden above. And this idea of the datum, it gets reiterated in a number

was made to the rear of the plot. So as I said, the story of these plots is that they’re quite adaptable and they can take accretions and

of other houses, as in here at Richmond Place where it makes the table to the small courtyard at the front of the house. In the same

we’ve come back again and again to the same plots and made a series of interventions into them.

house, I was using zenithal light to draw light down into the service areas to limit the need for openings in the façade. And that idea
is brought through in other houses, much larger, in the city centre, such as this one which was on quite a large plot, but overlooked by
a number of houses, so a lot of restrictions; so again, I buried a floor level of the house into the ground and used the roof and deep
baffles to bring light down into the space. The house is at the end of a terrace, with a number of large houses around it.
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Finally, this house on Palmerston Road that is again about the densification of the plot. The existing house is a large mid-19th century

PC - I would have thought that in my case I would be less specific in detail, less embroidered about something like that, more

structure and we were adding to it, dividing it into two dwellings and then adding two further mews houses to the rear. It was using

restrained. Well I’d like to think that I would be more restrained, than say someone like Scarpa; not with-standing that I appreciate

the section to bring light deep into the new addition with the idea of all the rooms having a prospect or aspect out over a territory

his work. Not as worked; you stop before that. I’m not inclined to think that I would make something so specific.

like a garden, but without any overlooking; so the section becomes a device to both control view and light and moderate the interior.
The spaces were all connected within one volume and the two mews houses to the rear were working off the one split-level staircase

PM - That is always interesting to me, where the architect makes the ethical decision as to where you stop along that line. I

with the same idea of the lower level forming an extended courtyard. The back wall of the mews is blind, so there’s no issue with

think that is an interesting decision, a threshold is assumed and a projected taste or relationship between the architect and the

overlooking the garden to the rear; it allows this coalition of dwellings within the plot and creates an intensification of use, but each

inhabitant and the existing building can obviously be calibrated in a whole lot of different ways; but everyone has a very specific

house creates its own independent living space.

threshold.

In summary, all these projects are related to one another in some way or other, and in the context of the city, there are aspects of

PC - One thing that I admire about these houses, perhaps this is not entirely true, but one thing about these houses is that they have

place common to all of them. So while they’re all slightly different, there are these similarities in construct each time; an idea that is

withstood the test of time, they’ve lasted some 250 years. One of the projects I looked at in, The Urban Void proposal is housing

re enacted on the site. Thank you.

made in the 1960s, all of which is being demolished. Whereas these houses are incredibly robust. There is also the question of what
survives, why do they survive? I think there is lesson in those houses because they have withstood the test of time, they are not

PM - I like very much this conditioning by the fabric of the city and there is a sense that there is a base of research into the

without detail, but it is the primacy of the space that has been made, its functionality, but also that it is adaptable, not in the sense

physical fabric which is adapted and repeated through these generally small interventions. I was interested that at one point you

of changing and altering always but that you can inhabit it in different ways. There is a resilience and an inherent flexibility about it.

used the word or term that, ‘there is an opulence,’ that exists in the interior of what is otherwise, quite a dour kind of nineteenth

Something in that is a lesson, so I think ideally when I’m making something it would have the same resilience.

century exterior which is a particular thing. I was wondering if you could expand on how opulence enters your work … rather than
the material and organisational conditioning from the city and how these two things intersect; perhaps another way of putting it

RB - I just want to tease out a similar set of questions, it’s a very beautiful description of a rich context in which the work sits and

is … there is also a language of materials, there seems to be a number of reflective materials, concealed lighting, quite luxurious

I think we appear to see a very strong relationship between the work you are showing us and the context that you are describing

timber in a number of places. I’m wondering how the specific language and materiality, how that intersects with this research

… but I just wonder if it is not actually in some ways a fiction, it’s almost … well I’m left wondering what it is that you do actually?

driven extrapolation from the broader grain and scale of the city.

There are all of these insightful observations about what the city is, and there are some provocative statements about when we
build a house we build the city; well, an extreme reaction to that is, what do you really mean by that? That the city is an accretion

PC - I would say that the first opulence encountered is not a material thing it is to do with space, it is to do with a generosity of

of material acts that becomes an archive of its cultures, this could become a very banal point; anything that you do in the city is

space. The houses, these 18th & 19th century houses have very reticent exteriors, a few details are used to animate them, but inside

significant in that sense; so what makes it not banal? So why is this a particular and special act rather than just all of the material

there are some very interesting things about material, for example the way the street runs into the hallway, the way the staircases

acts in the city that acts as an archive? So, I‘m looking for what distinguishes your act from the act that is a sort of banal act in

move slowly while the service stairs move far more quickly, so how you engage with space is very considered and then there is

the city, that is not really so interesting as part of a cultural archive. And I’m sure there are some. And that leads me to a whole

a generosity about volume or space in the rooms. They were conceived of as a public space in a way. I think the first act in any

stream of questions then, about for example your house, how is that the city?

intervention, I’m generally renovating the houses themselves, so I start with a process of subtraction. I tend to remove anything that
has been added that confuses the original reading of the house, to take it back to its original construct in a way. Then I add to the

PC - My own house?

rooms. I guess I’m always looking for the drama of light, the play of light on material in the rooms.
RB - Yes, to what extent is the architecture not the city? Is it all the city? Or is it … to what extent is the house not the terrace or
PM - There seems to be another intersection however, and I don’t know if this goes back to your experience with Siza, but there

the tapestry, not the Dublin house with the in or out transformation; I think there is something else that you are not telling us

seems to be a Modernist idea that when you talk about light, of the reduction of the 19th century back to its ideal possibility,

actually which is in fact what the architecture is because you offer us a beautiful story of what the city is … and I‘m wondering …

back to … beyond even what the original fabric was like, there is this sense of abstraction; I suppose in this intersection and the

and they’re very beautiful observations … so please don’t take that the wrong way and very, very insightful. But the city must be

combination of that with your use of the word ‘opulence’, theatrical gets repeated, a stage for life; I‘m just interested in what

full of other things also that you didn’t chose to describe in some way, so they are very particular choices that you have made to

other things are brought in apart from this reduction of the 19th century fabric.

tell us what Dublin is to you, specific observations in the agency of your work, so they are selective. So, another question would
be, what about Dublin would you not build, what is it that you would not chose to have in that kaleidoscope that you use as a

PC - I guess, I’m always trying to create backdrop to which life is brought, people bring their life with them and all its accoutrements

way of seeing both the work and the city? And I would point there to Nigel Bertram’s book that we launched on Friday night. It

and inhabit space and I’m very open to that; in a way I’m trying to make a stage for that to happen. It gets played out on the stage.

is a book on his PhD titled something like, Furniture, Structure & Infrastructure and in it he makes a very nice account of how he

PM - But to what extent are you trying to occupy that stage? I don’t know … I’m thinking of someone like Scarpa, for example, who

uses designing as an observational tool to see the city, but he also uses observation as a design tool. But beyond the observation

might work with an existing building fabric in a very particular way, but there are many things that he would do that occupies that

there is also an act and in some sense it is a wilful thing, so I’m also interested in what you add that is not part of Dublin already

stage with certain luxuries or specific figuration within the elements. That’s something that you said the inhabitants bring to what is

because I wonder … or I could ask the question in another way, is it that your architecture doesn’t add anything at all that it in

otherwise a …

some ways just re-arranges the bits in a particular manner? So they’re just the set of questions that I had; is this story I’m hearing
slightly fictional or is it really getting inside what’s going on there? Or is it just the beginning of saying that this is just the rich
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ground from which the architecture springs, but we are yet to really say what the architecture is doing and what is driving it.

condition, because you are infilling these back courtyards so you are basically taking away any sense of openness, any connection
to the garden. It is austere the way it is done in the pictures, but it is incredibly precise, you are working through section and

PC - Well, I think it does drive it, but not solely there is more to it, like I’m not repeating the typologies that exist so there is definitely,

talking about grounding but also working out exactly the right place for that aperture at particular times of day and at particular

I agree with you, more. It is not a fiction though, although when you say that I still like the idea of it being a fiction by which I don’t

times of the year which is really important in Dublin. So, that comes back to the sensibility about ... you know, I keep thinking

mean that it is not true, but because there is always an invention. To me making something is an invention as it doesn’t exist so

to read that book because I wanted to understand Dublin and I still must admit that I don’t understand Dublin in the way that I

you have to make a story in your head about it, this way you bring it into being, through the making of a story in your own head.

probably should.

So I’m very interested in the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of that, how this happens. There has to be a story in order to make. What are the
catalysts? The things that push something through your mind as you can start anywhere, so when you start to make something there

But this relationship between narrative, literature and storytelling and the process of becoming which you described through the

is an impetus behind it already and it is always in a way an invention, a mixture of fact and fiction. There is truth and there’s … but

sketch and how sketching is a process of becoming and also as an architect this process of section and grounding is also a possible

that piece by Fernyhough is quite interesting because he offers the perspective even when you are recalling something we often

way of becoming but then there is the process of subtraction to add prospect, plus the reading of the city through a domestic

cheat ourselves as we recollect it in the framework of how we are thinking at the time and usually to support an argument, so our

nature. To me there is something important there but I don’t know if you are saying it so I feel a little bit locked out because of

memories are false. We can remember things in another way at a different time but they always feel true to us in the moment, in

that overwhelming feeling of being in a tiny house with tiny rooms that was very dark which would have meant that I would have

that moment it feels true. I can feel an empathy for that; you are making a story or a narrative that pushes an idea forward and you

destroyed them being a North American and put up a nice condo. Which is totally against your sensibility. It might be that you

hold on to it, and if you’re fortunate you get to build it.

speak so romantically about these spaces that you might have to say what is redeeming about them, but beyond the romantic
part, what is redeeming about them as spaces, what is redeeming about them in the city? The city has obviously decided to keep

RB - Yes, that offers another way of dealing with the material, the observations you make are characters in a new story that you

them. You’re saying it is about flexibility etc. but I think it more than that. There is a lot of ‘what’ in your presentation but not

weave through a reconstituted condition. But I want to know what drives you in a directional sense?

so much about ‘how’. I think Richard was talking a lot about that. How are you an architect? How is this your work? Somehow,

LVS - And you do give clues, which you haven’t spoken about today at all, your poster isn’t here but its outside somewhere and

moving into your next set of presentations, you need to present how is it that you make your architecture not what you do and

as you describe the spaces I can see that poster in every space that you create, there is a set of old and worn carpets on the floor

not just literally the tectonics but some of the other aspects?

and then there is a beautiful armchair with a pattern on it and its dark, this fascination with the dark what Alan Parr would call,
‘umbrageous spaces’ … And then there is a beam of light coming down onto these carpets, that the old rug, the shaft of light.

RB - One way to do that is that … and it is a really nice construct that you have there about memory on the one hand as drawing

There is probably only one group of people in Dublin who furnish a room like that and they are probably of a certain kind of

things from an archive and on the other hand as an active agency in its own right and in a fictional sense, and I wasn’t necessarily

middle class, probably cultured, a bookshelf lurking somewhere. It’s almost as if you are designing for this situation and it can

using fiction in a negative way and you pointed to the very productive idea of fiction itself and its important role, so I think that

come in. And Peter, often when you talk it is about liking dark, not wanting too many windows, liking the way light does that

is a very nice model for your work. And, I think that the way that you work with the archive of things that you have selected is

extraordinary thing; indeed one of the architects I worked with referred to Sebald’s description of the whir of the sun as it moves

very, very delicate, as you say you are not working with literal figurative translations of those things, but somehow you bring a

across a room, and I think if you look at those elements and visiting your works, and I’ve seen quite a few, yes they are crying out

memory of them into a new situation where there is some idyllic or familiar recall of that memory that is not straightforward and

for the worn rug and the tapestry or a beautifully patterned armchair or something like that. They almost seem to be conceived to

I think what you have mapped out here for us the well-spring of those things as they are situated in the city. Perhaps it might be

embrace those situations.

worth thinking about … and to me that’s the kind of palette you have created of the collective memories of the city and you’ve
presented that to us. The next thing that would be interesting is what are all the moves? What would be the same collection

PM - Your photos don’t seem to show the level of inhabitation, but it seems the primary thing you are talking about is that possibility

of things that relate to the moves and what do you make with them. What is the fictional side of your memory and the way in

of mise-en-scene; the contents of the frame you are making.

which you reconstitute it? What are you drawing on there and what is driving that? In a way that’s where the authorship is, and
authorship is always a very deliberate thing, there is something being driven at. Probably not an easy thing to put words around,

LVS - Also, the way in which unexpected parts of existing houses become places, quite often the designs have these tiny pausing

that’s why I always try and talk about it as an urge that drives the way in which you want to reconstitute and reform memories

spaces which partly you can imagine someone settling there with a book while the sun is there and when it is not there it

into a new kind of condition.

is bouncing light somewhere else, that someone might settle for a conversation and the whole thing is filled with implied
conversations, mostly quiet ones. When we went to Steve’s house the client asked for a house that could take a robust party;

LVS - One way towards doing that, you didn’t say it today, but you’ve talked about the drawings that you always draw and that set

these seem to be calling out for a different kind of inhabitation.

of drawings is something that lies behind everything that you’ve shown us here today, but there are also probably a collection of
these moments that you always think of and I refer back to the poster and I think that one way of revealing that to yourself and to

SW - If I might offer a slightly different perspective to that of my colleagues, I guess that what struck me was that when I spent

us is to make more of that kind of poster which are these dreamed of and desired situations, which in a way the work is set up to

some time in Dublin I stayed in a house, that you obviously did not renovate, and it was dark and damp, and probably being

support or clothe.

a landscape architect and also a lover of the Mediterranean climate, loving light, it was probably one of the most depressing
experiences. I was there for five months in the winter.. I mean I love Irish novel sensibility ... but there was a point when I
flew down south just to have some vitamin D. So, what I was interested in was how do you know how much light the windows
that you are putting in are admitting? It’s not just about exposure to bright light they are incredibly precise, this inside outside
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PM - Is part of the dreaming, dreaming forward as well as dreaming backwards? One way of describing the city, you can talk

PM - I think you need to be able to pull that into your beautiful historic, flow argument as well. It will be interesting to see how

about it in the way that you have as an accumulation of memory and material fact which conditions our being but the other thing

that happens.

about the city is many cities like that have failed, you know, like that’s not enough to sustain the idea of the city there needs to
be also a collective belief or a collective hope about its viability into the future. So, I think that along with the retrospective idea

RB - You could draw this proposition of the active agency of what you do into a story of the city also by looking at, and I’m

of accumulation there is also a projective notion of what might be and what might become and to me your descriptions and your

prompted by Paul’s comments, that there are plenty of cities like this that have failed. The quickest way to make a city like this fail

narrative and your spatial extrapolations seems to be the first half of that, which is how we are conditioned to be where we are,

is where you identify its core memories and cultural qualities, and to say that this is what they are and to stop re-making them

but perhaps not so much how do we project forward, what is the transformation or what would we do to ensure a viability of this

into something new.

continuum of spatial thinking and inhabitation in the city? I’m not sure how to turn that into a question. But is that a component
of your work as well? perhaps a test would be if you weren’t working within such a constrained, granular, historical condition

LVS - You say there are many such cities name one.

what would be the moves that you would like to make if you weren’t so tightly constrained by the historical condition? I guess
another kind of project.

SW - Bruges.

LVS - It makes me think of asking when was it that Georgian Dublin becomes something that nationalist Ireland could accept as

PM - I guess, I was just thinking of the industrial American cities.

the own? Georgian Dublin is essentially an imperialist construct.
RB - Where the historical becomes ‘Disneyfied’, bits of Venice, Bruges, parts of Ghent I would put into that category. Where the
PC - At the same time it has a very different … it has a character of its own Georgian Dublin is different to Georgian Bath or Georgian

bits that are more interesting are the bits that are allowed to be continually remade in the present with some sense of what the

London it has its own inflection. The thing about the future I’m quite interested in that, Fernyhough makes the point that our ability

future would be and there is a whole theory of cities around place making that talks about place that must be continually remade

to make memories of the past is also what sustains us to imagine the future, that it is part and parcel of the same thing. It is a unique

in the moment, it’s not something … sense of place is not something that is a fixed thing.

human trait, the unique ability to travel in time in your mind to go back and forward. One of the things I enjoy about being an
architect is ... I was always interested in space ... as a child I always wanted to be an astronaut like every child in the 1970s, however
when I realized the limitations of the Irish space programme I decided to became as architect instead. My idea of being an architect
is someone who moves in space and time and what I really enjoy is that you can be anywhere, like you can go to Hagia Sophia and I
can find myself back in time, as if I’ve moved in time or I can project myself into a future that doesn’t yet exist. I find that slippage is a
space that I enjoy navigating. So, I think they are always related to memory and past, and legacy is part and parcel of the same thing.
PM - Do you think it’s a continuous flow without discontinuity? If you take Leon’s description when these terraces were first
imposed on the city they would have been an extraordinary disruptive insertion onto what has been there for a very long time. So
I’m just wondering if this beautiful sense of continuity that you have conjured up is a kind of fiction, of course it is a fiction that is
the way you have described it, I’m just wondering if there needs to be the possibility of disruption.
PC - I think inevitably it is the case, I guess the work has brought me into this world. I think you’re right the act of making the city is
far more aggressive.
PM - So, at first glance some of the other things we haven’t even talked about, but are present in your language, you don’t have
many punched windows in your walls for example there are these huge sheets of flush mounted glass that’s straight out of
another whole mode of thinking, Modernist to put it crudely, so the image is not one of pure continuity when you look at your
work. And, that admission of certain Modernist tenets has gone uncommented on, is that something that you want to add in or
account for in the way you talk.
PC - No, and I acknowledge that, but I think Dermot might talk more about the language. The windows is an interesting point, I don’t
have much ability in composition so I avoid them. But that’s a whole other discourse. They’re generally volumes and they’re cut, you
don’t punch into an envelope. The volumes are subtracted from, so they are disfigured, there is a sense that you can recompose
them.
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PRS 02 – November 2014 “The Archive and Invented Memory”
A journey through three cities and one project.
The City and the Project - 3 cities + 1 project

I propose to use the material resource of the archive of past experience to examine the emergence of an underlying methodology
and patterns of inquiry in our work and reflect on the significance of this in the production of the studio.

fig. 129
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This morning, what I wanted to do was talk about some formative experiences I have had in three cities, Dublin, Oporto in Portugal,
where I worked in the office of Alvaro Siza and in New York, where I studied at Columbia University. And, I wanted to do it through

FS - Felicity Scott

the frame of one house which happens to be my own house. I guess, returning to the idea of the single multitude, this house holds

RB - Richard Blythe

aspects of other of houses that I’ve made. I had framed it before in the context of a number of other houses. In fact, there are several

LVS - Leon Van Schaik

related iterations, constructions of wall, courtyard and garden. I’ve always been interested in this idea of repeated strategies brought

PM - Paul Minifie

to bear on a particular context.

BJ - Borris Jensen
Just thinking about this house, I had a very visceral memory of a conversation in Siza’s office one day while working on a house,
he said the history of the house was the story of the wall, the opening and the roof; I think the houses I’m referring to are in some
PC - Peter Cody

way a response to that. It has always stayed in my mind and has been propagated through some of these projects. So, part of this
presentation is just about going through these moments of intersection, or conversation with or about a project that has remained as
a memory with me.

RB - So welcome to this next presentation, which is a joint presentation of Peter Cody and Dermot Boyd from the same practice,

This house, actually Siza said an interesting thing, that the house was outside of architecture, that it couldn’t be authentic until it was

but presenting separately. Because I messed it up so horribly yesterday, I’m now officially appointing Leon as the timekeeper. So

lived in, until it was inhabited. He never made a house for himself; he said it required a level of enquiry into yourself that he wasn’t

Leon.

quite prepared for. Well, my reading of this house is it is the house he made for himself, in fact he made it for his brother, Antonio Siza,
in 1976. It’s in a suburban area of Santo Tirso, a relatively poor suburban environment; so he immediately interiorises the project, a

LVS - So my plan is that you talk for 20 minutes.

construction of wall, courtyard and room. There’s a whole series, a myriad of spaces overlooking one another, views between inside
and outside, and he talks about doing this in order to create an expansion of space; so the house expands to become a labyrinth of his

PC - That’s fine.

own conception.

LVS - And then we discuss that for 20, 25 minutes and then Dermot can go for 20 minutes and then we have to finish at 12.00pm.

The house on the left, is a house I made in Sligo in the west of Ireland incorporating this idea of the labyrinth; you move circuitously
between inside and outside. Interestingly too, when Siza’s house was sold about 15 years ago he produced a booklet which had all the

PC - Ok.

colour swatches, the relevant details and he made himself available to the new owner should he ever choose to make any changes to
the house. It’s of interest to me this idea, while the house is very modestly built and very precisely detailed, although they remain both

LVS - Ok.

disguised and underplayed, in concept, in the mind of the architect, it’s very clear in this invitation to the owner how any alteration or
changes should take place.
PC - You can stop me whenever you’re ready. Thank you very much and good morning to you all. So the title of the presentation

is ‘The Archive and Invented Memory’. I was just going to go back very briefly over the last presentation.

I guess in relation to that, I was interested in the idea of how something is made, but also how something is made-up. And if I was
going to frame what it is I want to talk about, it’s really that space that emerges between how something is made and how it’s made-

Most of our work is based in the city of Dublin and I described it as being predominantly a city of houses, and I was interested in

up; the pragmatic of realising a project, of building something, and the ideas or the fictional life that takes place around the making

the bearing that had on our work. I have worked within these long narrow, dense plots within the city, and I’ve made a number of

of something. I made an exhibition table about my house before, and I brought to it some of those things that were playing out in my

accretions and small interventions into these plots and their houses. I’m always working within the available typologies of the city,

mind, you know, books that are important to me, essays or readings; one of them is the phrase, ‘Cats sleeping in the sun,’ which Souta

which is really, largely speaking, a city of houses.

da Moura used to describe Siza’s buildings, I’ll come back to that; the work of Borges, who I have a great affinity for, and also this quote
from John Green,

it’s a city of, rooms, doorways, passages and windows. I went back into the archives of the office, and I looked generally at the unbuilt
work. I was looking through these unrealised projects in the city; there are over 100 built and unbuilt projects into the fabric and I have

This is not so much an Author’s note as reminder of what was printed in small type a few pages ago: This book is a work of fiction. I

mapped them out before for exhibitions. Thinking then of the various typologies and the interventions I had made, I also had an idea

made it up. Neither novels or their readers benefit from attempts to divine whether any facts hide inside a story. Such efforts attack

of them as a sort of single multitude, that in a way, while there was an interest in the individual projects there was also an interest in

the very idea that made-up stories can matter, which is sort of the foundational assumption of our species.

the totality of the projects. There’s one project being made all of the time.
Within that is the sense of the fictional in the project a fiction present to the architect but not necessarily revealed to the occupant;
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I talked about the idea, the story of the fictional city; the idea of a city as a fiction.I presented the projects back as a kind of fictional

however, it might be alluded to in ways within the project. As I went on to think about the projects I was doing and how I work through

city; a city made from the inside out, from behind, a city of accretion. And in this way, I was attempting to enlarge the project somehow,

a project, I began to come to the conclusion that in designing, I was interested in making a puzzle, and part of the puzzle was things I

by taking these modest interventions and extrapolating them onto a larger frame.

knew about, things that were objective, like the site, programme or client, and there were other things I was introducing to it, which
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were stories or narratives around that. And, the process then was somehow trying to find a synthesis between these and the means

Moving to Columbia, I was interested in Borges writing, it’s very particular, narrow, precise and yet it deals with expansive issues, and

to doing this was invariably through a sketch.

I’ve always had an interest in that apparent contradiction or tension. When I moved to Columbia, I participated in Stan Allen’s studio
and also worked with him briefly after college. We were invited to make a project for a library, so I made a project for Borges. In Fictions

I went back to a project, completed as an undergraduate in Dublin, for an archaeological research centre, this building here. And, I

the library is infinite, he offers a very visual picture of it as a mirrored space, an assembly of hexagons ascending from the earth; he also

was interested in the sketches which I happened to find, and there are many hundreds of pages of sketches. I was thinking, “Well,

says that it can be posited within one book, that the entire lexicon can inhabit one book because once you have the twenty-six letters

what is the value of the sketch in the project?” And the sketch is something thrown forward of the project; it’s autonomous, moving

of the alphabet you can propose an infinite combination of letters. The entire library is in a sense held within one book.

faster than I’m assigning values to it. It’s sketching itself out, and at some point you begin to assign values to it. The value of the
sketch being autonomous is it allows things to come freely into it. It starts off with this very fragmented form and moves through

My project was about unravelling one book into an infinity; the pages were folded back, one over the other, to create this form. What

many, many iterations, eventually it crystallises in a moment; it distills itself to this little diagram here at the bottom right.

I was looking to explore was the use of a repetitive structure to form figurative spaces. There was a repeating structural order to it and
in the overlapping and layering of this order, a series of figurative spaces evolved in the space of the library.

And, it’s also the case throughout the process of sketching, there is a kind of dialogue taking place with the sketch, I’m clearly writing
in the margins and thinking about inserting values within the process of sketching itself. It crystallises in a moment, this collage I

Thinking about my own house and how this gets mapped back into the house, the house actually stretches to infinity, so in the same

made of the project, where you have this positive form extracted out, it becomes a white tower raised off the ground, and there’s

way, although it’s dimension is held in the X axis it continues to expand, so there’s a bay of 6 metres and 7 metres, 8, 9, 10 metres. In

accommodation buried in the ground behind it.

the execution of the house, the sixth bay is implied. There’s a garden made; there might be a perception by the owner that the house
could stretch to infinity. And so as it participates in a spatial continuity the garden in a way is used to pin it in place. The making of the

I have a very specific memory of this project afterwards; I quite enjoyed making the project, but it started off with this very

garden was the act of pinning this nomad to a specific place.

fragmented geometry and it crystallised into this very pure form. I was thinking about this a lot to myself, dissatisfied or something
and about two weeks later, I came across this building by Alvaro Siza, the Carlos Ramos Pavilion in the School of Architecture in

Then just thinking about it, if that is how a house is made-up, how is the house made? The house, is a basic construction of masonry

Porto, and it’s just one of those moments when something on a page, I had a very visceral response to it, kind of stepped out and

wall and timber beams; they span in the long direction, so it’s counterintuitive. They span in the long direction so they will all be the

grabbed my attention. I found myself attracted to this building in a very profound way, so much so that when I finished college, I

same length and the bays notionally are independent of one another since they slip past each other. Of course, in relation to the

went to go and see the building and I ended up staying four years working in the office.

previous drawing, the diagram actually can’t be realised because the forms, although independent, could never meet each other
asymptotically, there has to be an overlap; the overlap becomes the depth of the window, 0.165m, which is the expressed overlap

I guess what appealed to me so much about this building was its sense of composure; it was at ease; it sits almost languid on the

between one bay and the next. In section that overlap is articulated by a recessed light at the intersection of each bay. Again, that’s to

site. So it’s languid, yet it remains completely in tension with its surroundings. Its formal deflections are on account of its contextual

do with the perception that the ceiling should not be continuous, so it’s broken to comply with the order of the diagram. The only light

response; it deflects to avoid the trees on the site, it lifts its body to allow you to pass under it. And again, it creates this interiority,

internally in the house coincides with the step in section; it highlights the individual bays, so you can intuit that they slide past each

the space held within itself, this courtyard addressing the garden and framing the trees. Just the way it lifts itself to allow you to

other. In plan, one of the courtyards is occupied by a bathroom, on the gable wall and the opposing screen door, two mounted mirrors

pass, but of course it’s a very conscious decision to place the building into this position.

reflect each other. The roof is glazed so it presents itself as an exterior space. It’s rendered internally. Elsewhere exterior walls are
rendered whereas the internal soffits are plastered so you perceive each volume as a table, and the tables coincide with one another.

I admire the building greatly because I think actually it’s the most difficult thing to do, to make something at ease. It goes back to
that phrase about the, ‘Cat sleeping in the sun.’ The cat is perfectly content, but at any moment, it can jump up, stand to attention.

BJ - Sorry, Peter, what do you mean by render? The space is rendered?

This is my own house, I guess in terms of what might be informing the house, it’s the alternate sense of opacity and openness, to the

PC - Plaster.

space outside of it; the positive and negative configuration of the plan. Thinking further about the drawings for the house, where
it comes from, this project was made fifteen years earlier and I can see certain similarities; obviously it was here at the beginning of

SNiE - External plaster.

the investigation about courtyard, wall and garden. The initial strategy couldn’t be realised within the limits of the organisation of
the house, so it continued evolving through a series of related drawings and sketches, in the end, there remains some correlation

PC - External plaster.

to that previous project. There is no memory or recollection of this other project at the time, but it’s there. There’s a critical move
that takes place, a displacement within this project, at a point in the evolution of the house the form slips to create these courtyards

PM - Ok, so it’s basically a blocking material

between five related forms.
PC - Yes.
It creates a square that’s 15x15 metres, so the geometry and dimension of it, interests me. It’s inscribed within this visible square, a
series of indoor and outdoor spaces. The plan, just to describe it, is made up of five bays, they increase incrementally by one metre

LVS - Four minutes.

at a time. The function of the rooms is not really determined. There’s another unconstructed bay, I’ll talk about later, which is made
at the end, a garden. The roof is held, but it steps sequentially with the ground, so there’s one step each time you move between
consecutive bays.
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PC - Again, there’s this very visceral memory. I worked very briefly on the museum in Santiago de Compostela, mainly the

And I guess, I just begin with this because I was wanting to ask you what the archive is standing for. Is it the archive of your own

garden, but I had been on site several times and I had experienced the building under construction. We arrived there one day, it

practice or is it the archive of a certain formulation of modern architecture that is being, let’s say, revisited, recuperated, tested

was the official opening; it was just for people in the office and some officials from the town. I arrived with my camera and spent

through other types of strategies? So what’s the archive? Is it an archive, again, of your own practice? Is it an archival practice in

the afternoon photographing the space; this extraordinarily beautiful space, with polished marble floors and white walls animated

the sense of the way you draw upon, you know, precedence, whatever you want to call it, but in a slightly different register?

entirely by light, the light of course flitting and changing constantly through the afternoon as the clouds crossed the sky. The

And then the other thing, and this is just because I’m getting slightly deaf maybe, but you talked about the coating or the coding?

temperature and colour of the space, the shadows cast by people onto the walls, this move from intense light to darkness within one
space, facilitated by the long strip window that looked out over the town.

PC - Coding.

In considering the materiality of my own house, and in the work generally, there is the same reduced palette of materials, a polished

FS - Coating, yes, with a T?

concrete floor, the use of plaster, in this case grey, the grey has replaced white as maybe it is more appropriate to our climate. But,
this interest remains in the light animating the form and bringing a sort of vitality to the space over the course of the day.

LVS - Coding.

So how it’s made, and just to talk about coding and how something is made-up in comparison to how it’s made; this fictional story

FS - That’s what I thought you were saying, ok. I thought you were saying coding and it’s of course a sort of fantastic use of a term

that revolves around the practicality of making things. This project, the Alves Costa House by Siza, which I had the pleasure of being

like coding because it speaks both to coding languages, the sorts of ways in which one speaks about certain forms of computation,

in for a day with his son and other people from the office. It was a very formative experience for me; it’s a very beautiful house.

but also to the semiotic dimension, which is actually what you’re driving at. So this is why I was trying to think am I mishearing

Again, this quite languid form, it has a view of the sea but, it turns its back on it and faces into the plot, creating this interiority.

that or I’m not mishearing that? Let’s say what is that language doing for you in terms of coding? You know, is it a semantic
coding? Maybe I can get you to speak a little bit more to that?

But I guess, the thing I might take from this house is the coding, which again is very understated, but that’s not to say it’s not
considered, or it’s not there. The architect is saying the inhabitation of the space and the space itself takes priority, but at the same

PC - I always think about sketching as like it’s the moment that something gets crystallised.

time, the intent runs all the way through even to the door knobs. You can begin to see, if you look very carefully, you can see that
all the windows for example, in the service rooms are pushed to the back wall, the inside layer of the house, whereas in all the living

FS - Ok.

spaces, the windows and doors move onto the outside face flush with the exterior wall of the house. Every door and opening is
coded within the house, so doors that open are differentiated from doors and windows that don’t open. The ones that lead on to

PC - It gets crystallised and from that point, I can use it to interrogate everything you make in the house. And like, the coding is

living spaces are different from the ones that lead on to service spaces.

brought back, so …

Colour is very particular, it’s white on the outside; it’s cream on the inside. All the joinery is painted out so that it blends into the

FS - So it’s the systems based one. So it is actually the systems in the same sense.

space to create an ambience of domesticity; within the rooms there is no residual articulation of frame and so again, just very clear.
And, I was just thinking in relation to this slide, it’s the last staircase that we made, I was thinking about the embedded coding. In

PC - It’s the reason why I can say that’s wrong.

fact, the wall we’re looking at on the right-hand side, which in terms of the coding of the house should be aluminium, but the client
had enough of aluminium and insisted that it would be cedar. So of course, pictorially, I’m sure it doesn’t matter, but I guess the

FS - Yes, ok.

point I’m making is that it does matter to me, and I see it as a sort of corruption in the house, I can’t look at it in the same way.
PC - Whereas I presume anyone can look at it and go, “It’s fine.” So I’m just interested in why is it wrong to me? And I think it’s
I’m sort of in this … you know, the architect, like where am I in this process? I’m never going to be an inhabitant of the house. I’m

because long ago, I made a code in a sketch.

not … but I’m in the space between the made-up and the made, and I stay there. The house, in my mind, is in this place and the
inhabitant takes it over and lives in it, and I’m looking for the clarity of that moment in the project. So I’ll finish there. Thank you.

FS - Ok.

LVS - Thank you, Peter.

PC - I made a code which was a summary of a fictional narrative and a way of making something. They’re kind of informing each
other and because, as I was talking about the puzzle, these are the sort of projects that begin to interest me because there are other

FS - Yes. I really appreciated the way in which you put your work in such close dialogue with Siza and spoke to, I want to

projects where I can’t find a visual narrative maybe and it’s executed as a project and it’s satisfactory, but I don’t have anything like

say demonstrated an ability to read through a project and sort of almost like, you know, literally seeing through the walls to

the same satisfaction. I’m not getting the same pleasure out of it. And so yes, it’s a coding that allows you to determine the ‘why’ of

understand the, for want of a better word to use, a sort of architectural fiction that was played out in a particular work. And it

everything and the ‘place’ of everything within the project, and it’s this observation I go back to, that it’s extremely precise, but it’s

seemed like that was an aspect of what you brought into your own practice.

not revealed. So, the beams in the house, it would be much cheaper to just cut them all, make them smaller and let them run the
other way. But, because I know, I have to know that it’s the other way.
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FS - Can I ask what would happen if the inhabitant of one of your houses, if the fiction was rendered legible to them or

PM - I’m interested in this gap between making up and the making. I mean the presentation for me came alive when you were

the puzzle? I mean you made this fantastic remark also about the fiction of being in the project, you know, present in the

trying to talk about, you know, the unfortunate requirement for the volumes in the house to intersect and to sort of acquire

architecture, but not revealed to the occupant. And that came shortly after an equally provocative remark about the inhabitation

thickness. And you know, all the beautiful moves that you have to make in order to I guess allay that problem. I mean it’s a

of the house being the moment, bringing the architecture to life. And so there’s a strange space in which the fictional is lived, but

question of how do you talk about that moment? You know, is that a problem, where one has to apply allusions or to use your

it’s not revealed as fictional. And so I was wondering, you know, just I guess the easy way to ask the question is what happens if

term sort of codings to mark the point where the two things intersect? Is that sort of a distressing moment where the abstract

they get it?

diagram or idea or the making up, as you term it, comes into the world? Or is that actually where most of the architecture is, in
that sort of gap between the desired diagram and the sort of materialisation?

PC - Yes.
PC - Yes. It’s not distressing; it’s actually optimum. I think, as I said, it’s a pleasure when you find what is as far as you’re concerned
FS - Yes.

an answer; it’s the completion of the diagram in a way. You know, it has to be evolved, developed and sort of realised in the end. It’s
generous enough to accommodate this but, at the same time, it’s applying itself back to how those things are made and so it is, to

PC - Well, I was thinking about that the other night actually, when I was thinking of the house that I live in, because I know the

me, like a constellation; the moment when all the things align.

house, both sides.
PM - So you know, in the written word in Borges, there’s a sort of delicious moment of realising the paradox. You know, this
FS - Yes. You know the codes, yes.

cleverness that you can do with language, but of course it’s paradoxical and it can’t be, so there’s sort of this … there’s the
pleasure in realising that kind of gap, and I’m just wondering whether that’s happening architecturally in those, in what you call

PC - I know the codes, and I was thinking that actually it’s a distressing thing when you live in the house. An architect doesn’t

the coding or this sort of excessive semantics is actually about this? It’s about paradoxes and about things that actually can’t

normally live in one of their own projects; so some of the time you’re just living in it as an ordinary person, you inhabit the house,

be fully computed together. You know, and it feels to me like that it’s the effort to make the clarity, which is only ever really an

and then sometimes I’m thinking that can’t be there, because you shouldn’t … you know, there’s also this other order, and I’m talking

impossibility of achieving that clarity. And it’s in the effort of that that to me, you know, it becomes really architectural. I was

to the walls, and … well it’s interesting, that you can have these two completely different perceptions of a place.

going to ask about the city, but I suspect time is up.

FS - So an inhabitant can bring their own fiction?

BJ - Thank you, Peter. I appreciate the effect that you gave us in the title. I think it’s quite useful, quite a powerful title, ‘The
Archive and Invented Memory’. And I think you did a great job sort of providing us with this mental map of the mental landscape,

PC - Yes.

you are situated in, which forms the base of your career and your background. So my first question is, what are you looking for
in respect of traces of the past, but also towards the future? What are you searching for in your work? And what’s the role of

FS - They can bring their own story.

memory?

PC - They would inhabit it in their own way. Yes, Siza used the term, a singular multitude, he was referring to the Portuguese

We had very interesting discussions yesterday with the two groups of Irish people speaking about how Modern architecture

Modernist writer Fernando Pessoa from the early part of the 20th century; he wrote through many separate identities. He assumed

seemed to be resisting occupancy. We were speaking about the Farnsworth House that had almost no traces of a personal

these identities and wrote prolifically, but he refers to him in relation to the house, because he said the house is only authentic

presence and that the architect was truly the occupant, others only destroying the perfectness of the house. Whereas these Irish

when it’s lived in; that you’re always making it for the occupant and all the potential occupants of the house. And, therefore it’s this

guys were providing this furniture where you could have your personal belongings. When I look at your house, it’s towards the

multiplicity of the people who will live there that activate the house, so he sees it in this kind of prismatic way; that’s how it achieves

Farnsworth thing, so I wonder where are the memories? Where are the narratives, the remembrance in your house? Where do

its authenticity.

you keep it? What role and how come you gave us this title?

FS - So does that inhabitation then, to come back to the archive question, does that form part of the archive? Again, I want to get

So that’s kind of a question. And then just giving you a comment. For me, archives are dusty dead places, you know, but of

you to state a little bit more about where the archive is here.

course you’re completely right, they’re also places of investigations because you go there to search for something. They’re
explorative spaces, is that what you’re trying to indicate?

PC - No, I seldom go back to projects, although, we’ve often talked about it; should I think about it? I don’t mind, I’m very open as
to how it is that people live in these places, it’s not a museum, they live there. The wonderful clients in that previous house, all the

PC - Yes. You know the Portuguese writer, José Saramago, he writes about the archive and the city and uses a very nice extended

doors and windows are open and there are dogs and cats running all over the place; they inhabit it in a completely different way to

metaphor. The house is beside the archive, it’s also in the city; so one reading is the house is the archive, it is the city. He makes

how I imagined. It could be interesting to go back and map that as well into a project. You know, I’ve made quite a lot of exhibitions

clandestine visits by night, he goes into the archive to look up the lives of famous people. But one night, he is disturbed in the

about work, like the proposal for the city, but I’ve never brought the inhabitation back into it. I’ve never turned it the other away; I

archive and leaves holding a piece of paper containing information about the life of an unknown person. He becomes obsessed with

haven’t taken in the projects and thought, ‘What will that be like 10 years from now?’

this unknown person and he spends a couple of years trying to delve into the archive, to bring her back to life. And the thing about
the archive is you just never know what you might find; it’s full of unexpected things and they can provide agency within a project.
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I was at a symposium recently, on the city and the archive and actually one of the archivists from the National Archives of Ireland
came; she was responsible for digitising the national census in Ireland. She gave this very interesting presentation based on a
reading of the census information from the 19th and the early 20th century. They were making stage re-enactments, small domestic
dramas within the houses, based on the information garnered from the census; inviting people into the lives of these houses. And
so it has many different ways of re-engaging, of having a kind of agency.
LVS - We have three minutes left. I just want to say something as supervisor, there’s a sound clip in this that I hope you extract
from the recording, just a moment where you start saying, ‘Well, where am I as an architect in all of this?’ Which might just sit as
a piece of evidence for something that you’re going to do later, but you’ve made exhibitions in which you try and communicate
things about the practice. You’ve made exhibitions where you’ve laid things on tables, which are fascinating you. You’ve made
various ventures into kind of demonstrating what it is that you’re on about. And today, you’ve suggested another way in which
you can do this, which is to actually write a detailed manual to the next owner of your house, or any of the houses.
And I don’t think you’ve done that. I mean you’ve observed somebody else do it, but most of your exhibitions and things have a
coolness about them. They rely completely on the reading that’s going to be made by the visitors, whereas with a manual, which
is almost a letter to your heirs about each part of it, you make a much warmer presentation of what the architecture is about.
And I think it might be well worth trying to actually take a project and write this manual in the manner of Lord Chesterfield
writing to his son or Michael Pollan writing the story of how he built his writing shed, something like that. So it’s a really open,
accessible and direct and, “You may wonder, my son, about this shade of grey”, etc. etc. etc. I mean just get into that kind of tone
of voice and it could be quite magical.
FS - That’s a nice idea.
LVS - Well, we should move on.
PC - Ok. Thanks.
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PRS 03 – April 2015 “Practical Fiction” – Coding
An examination of one project and its underlying code.
The City, the House and the Code - 7 rooms + nothing built
“Coding” A rule for converting a piece of information into another form of representation.
My emerging interest lies in the space that arises between how things are made and how they are made up. In the overlap and
interplay that takes place between the execution of the work through the application of technique, the resolution of detail on the
one hand and the processes of thought that circulate around the project on the other. The development of a fictional narrative that
both underpins and scaffolds the project, allowing for the case specific creation of a value system in which otherwise seemingly
arbitrary decisions can find meaning and resolution in what could be described as, ‘a precision of atmosphere.’

fig. 130
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Siza is quoted as saying that,

RB - Richard Blythe

I’ve never been capable of building a house, an authentic house. I’m not referring to the design and construction

LVS - Leon Van Schaik

of houses, a minor pursuit of which I’m still capable.

MMcG - Michael McGarry
WH - Will Hunter

And related to that conversation, I remember him talking about the idea that a house, an authentic house, was a house that could

TH - Tom Holbrook

accommodate everyone who lived in it, at the start and also everyone into the future; so it was something that spanned across time.

PC - Peter Cody

I sort of dispute the fact that he was not able to do this. There’s this extraordinary house that he built in the mid 1970s for his
brother and in a way, I’m proposing that it’s almost like the house he built for himself. It’s a project for which he has a great sense
of responsibility and also it’s very important to him in his work. The other related image is a house being completed in, well not
completed, but designed in the west of Ireland.

RB - Ok. Sorry for that slight pause. We’ll make a start with a sort of small change to the panel. So the panel today will be Tom
Holbrook, Will Hunter, myself, Richard Blythe, and Michael McGarry. And this is Peter Cody’s third PRS presentation. And Peter is

There’s an anecdote about this house that 25 years later, after it was built, his brother sold the house and Siza immediately wrote

part of a practice which includes Dermot Boyd, we’ll hear from Dermot tomorrow.

to the new owner and he gave him all the details and the colour swatches and then he offered his services if he wanted to change
anything. And in some ways, I guess the question is, despite the passage of time, why does it remain so important to him? But also

PC - So my name is Peter Cody, and I work with Dermot Boyd of Boyd Cody Architects in Dublin. This is my third PRS and the
title is, ‘The Archive and Invented Memory’. So I’ll give a little preamble first and then I just want to talk to you about one project. I

that it remains so precise in his mind, that the house is something more than just the thing that’s built. It’s about a sort of fiction of
the house; a story of this house survives with him and the integrity of that story remains important to him.

came to using this project quite late in the process of developing this. The client … it was done four years ago and it was quite a small
project so it wasn’t photographed, then four weeks ago there was a leak, and I had to go back and this was the opportunity to ask the

Another house I referred to is in the north of Portugal, in Moledo da Minho, the Alves Costa house. I spent a day there, I’m trying to

client about photographing the house and I’ve developed this since then.

chart some kind of seminal moments of experience in architecture, and this is one. The extraordinary thing to me about this house
was that it’s very carefully detailed; it’s very clear in its use of detail to define served and servant space, about opening, about its

My previous presentations, I’ll just review briefly, in the beginning I made out a description of a house with five rooms and I compared

construction. So it’s a very articulate, very precise, very considered piece of work. At a certain moment, he decides to paint everything

it to a house, which I made for myself, which has five rooms. It’s an imagined house with five rooms that were drawn from literature

out and I described it as a moment where the details are put to sleep, where the space becomes primary. The story of the making of

or painting. I guess I was using it to ask a question of which one is more real? I posed this quote from John Green, replacing the word

the house is put into recession and yet it still remains; it’s embedded like a code into the house itself, but it doesn’t step forward. It

‘book’ with ‘house’.

doesn’t announce itself.

This house is a fiction. It’s made up and neither houses or their occupants benefit from attempts to divine whether any facts hide

I’ve been reading back over some of the semiological debates that took place in the 1980s and I came across this essay by Derrida, in

inside a story. And so, I was suggesting that there’s a sort of fiction that develops around the making of a house. It’s not necessarily

Domus in 1986, and in it he says, “The question of architecture is in fact that of place, of the taking place in space. The establishment

shared with the occupant, but it becomes part of a sort of creative force and people can derive meaning from it in coming to the house

of a place that didn’t exist until then and is in keeping with what will take place there one day, that is a place. As Mallarmé puts it, “ce

itself.

qui a lieu, c’est le lieu.”
It’s not all natural. It’s the setting up of a habitable place as an event and obviously it’s setting up as well with something technical.

Subsequently, I talked about our work in the city; we’ve done a lot of work in the city of Dublin. I’ve made exhibitions before about

It invents something that didn’t exist beforehand and yet at the same time, there’s an inhabitant who requires the place prior to its

the typological elements, but I chose to look at eleven unbuilt projects. I asked myself about the power of the unbuilt, this fact that

invention or causing, therefore one doesn’t quite know where to pin down the origin of place.

they still resonate with you, that you still travel with these unbuilt projects, somehow or other, they can find a footprint in a new piece
of work.

Reflecting on it a little bit, all the images I’ve been showing of domestic projects were taken at a moment of resolution of the
construction in a way, somehow the completion (a certain level of completion), at least in the technical sense of a project; but prior to
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I was also very interested in the view, (largely because we work at a very small scale and haven’t really, to date anyway, had an

its inhabitation by its occupants. At the same time, because they’re all houses, they’re made in intense collaboration with the people

opportunity to work on a bigger scale) that when I’m working on these projects, in a way, I’m always working on the city. This was a

who live in them and from this moment on something else happens; there’s the inhabitation, as the people with whom I’ve worked

way of working on the city through accretion, individual projects can be gathered together and presented as something bigger.

so intensely to make the project take it over and begin to live in it, and develop their own fiction inside the space. But for me, there’s

And then in the last PRS … I worked for a number of years in Siza’s office and it came from a conversation in the office one day about

another story to the project that continues on beyond just the realisation of it and survives even their inhabitation of it, and I guess

a house we were working on.

that’s where I’ve got to, to date.
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This presentation deals particularly with the Alves Costa House, and just the last couple of slides … I have been talking about the idea

quite different, I find one quite distracting whereas there’s a warmth imparted through the darkness of the de Witte painting. There’s

of coding, that somehow or other, my interest lies in the space between how things are made and how they’re made-up, and in the

also a sense that it’s about a moment in the everyday existence of this house, the maid working in the background. There’s a sense of

overlap, the interplay that takes place between the execution of the work through the application of technique and the resolution of

general ease, whereas in the Hammershøi painting the figure sits in a very strange position; you don’t see outside and despite being

detail on the one hand, and then the processes of thought that circulate around the project on the other.

brighter it feels cooler in its temperature.

I was proposing that the development of this fictional narrative underpins and scaffolds the project and it allows for a case-specific

Although when taken at face value they seem the same, when you start to look closer, I’m interested in the fact that they’re quite

development of a value system in which otherwise seemingly arbitrary decisions can find meaning and resolution, one I would broadly

different. I thought I’d parallel that with looking back at one house in the sense of the house at ease being in occupation and the house

term as delivering a, ‘precision of atmosphere’. So I was reading into this idea, that around the project there is a code and the idea that

at the stage where it’s photographed at the end of the technical project. I went back to the client and my sense was that we shouldn’t

the materiality of the building, both the materials and the disposition of the materials, is often defined in relation to this abstracted

build anything in the house, there was no value in taking away the previous addition to replace it with something else. I also felt it

fictional state and it sets up within the project a way of determining how these things play out and how they are displaced. But beyond

should remain predominantly as they lived in it, it’s a very nice house inside. The fact that you have this series of steps and stairs,

that, they don’t really have any meaning. Except, I guess in the sense of atmosphere, I mean that in the broadest sense of the word,

induces a nice sense of circulation to it and there are very well-proportioned rooms with access to the garden; it’s a bit hard to explain,

it also means the detail that’s imparted to the space through its making.

but there’s something about the atmosphere of it that’s quite compelling.

The project I wanted to talk about was this house. It’s a mid-19th century Dublin house, three rooms over three rooms. And it’s very

I said that what I would do is adjust it; I would adjust it through the use of colour and make minor alterations to fit it in with the way

typical, you know, a central spine wall with a double A-pitch frame roof. On the piano-nobile level you enter on the first floor, the

they intended living in the house. So from Hammershøi, I took these cool greys and browns and from de Witte, the deep saturated

living rooms and the service rooms below. I know the house because I often pass by it and for some reason, I’m drawn to the house;

darker colours present in the painting, and I went back to looking at colour in our own work. I had used quite a lot of primary colours,

it’s a house I find quite attractive. So I was intrigued when I was asked to work on it. And when I went there, the current occupants

but often in a muted way, toning down the saturation; I chose three of them and paired them with the Hammershøi colours and the

had lived there for the past 25 years, but prior to that, it had been lived in by an architect by the name of Jim Cody, who is no relation

idea was to create an intense palette and colour spectrum which would be used throughout the house.

of mine; he had made an intervention to the house. On the top left there, he made a living room and a courtyard between the living
room and this gable wall; he modified the ground floor probably because the accommodation is usually very damp down at this level.

Three of them became carpets which were aligned with the paint colours; I took this colour spectrum which is then deployed in the

The present occupants had not changed anything in the house in the intervening period.

house with the different combinations and permutations used to create certain desired effects. The biggest proposal was, I guess, the
house faced due south and they lived on both levels with the living room above the kitchen on the south side and the bedrooms on the

When I went to the house the first thing that struck me was that the architect, all the interventions he had made, he had painted in

north side; I proposed putting all the bedrooms on the first floor, up above in the high ceilinged rooms and all the living rooms below.

these very strong primary colours. So all the joinery interventions the doors, windows and closets are yellow or green, red or black,

Functionally, it was quite a change, so it was all happening in plan and in the shifting of the section.

and they had remained that way since the late ‘70s. We sat around the table and I talked to the clients about what they wanted to do
and they were very open about what might happen in the house. But they thought about maybe replacing the addition and taking out

I began to think about the individual colours to create a tone and feeling in different rooms. Since we’re no longer looking at using

the kitchen, which was falling apart; they asked me to think about it, and so I said I’d go away and come back with a proposal.

these external steps, the proposal was that the side courtyard would become a room in itself. The idea was to make it somehow a
positive space because it would be the new entrance; so there’s just a couple of very small interventions. Because at the lower level

In the intervening period, I was travelling in Copenhagen, I had never been to Thorvaldsen’s Museum and I was struck about the use

at the back, there were no longer going to be bedrooms, there’s a glass inset panel put into the door into the room; to match with

of colour in a very direct way. This enfilade of spaces that Thorvaldsen made with the architect Bindesbøll. He proposed a series of

the doors from the 1970s. So if you were in the kitchen you could see out into the garden. The previous architect had put doors into

small rooms with one sculpture in each room, which would be lit from clerestory light. All the colours were derived from Herculaneum

the garden from the living room and from the kitchen, but in fact they had furniture in front of them, so they never used them; it was

and Pompeii and there was an extraordinary, a quite amazing atmosphere in the rooms imparted through colour; this saturated ochre

proposed that they would become windows.

yellow and Pompeian red. I remember being struck by the fact that you registered the yellow spaces and you didn’t register the red
ones; they fell into recession.

So in a way there’s a shift in the section. The rooms at the top of the house were painted in colours from the painting by Hammershøi,
as much of the furniture as possible is removed. There was a view that some of this should be removed because there’s a very low

Although I was aware of Hammershøi’s work, I had never seen the paintings and again it was a complete delight to go and visit 30

level of occupation of the rooms, corresponding to the mood of the painting.

Strandgade Street and to see some of those paintings. And I guess I became quite intrigued in the atmosphere that’s imparted through
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the work. It’s an extraordinary story that he lived there for 12 years, from 1898, and effectively used it like a painting laboratory, where

I repositioned some of the pieces they had and removed others, and then in the lower level I worked with the de Witte painting

he painted intensely the evolving and altering atmosphere of the space over that period of time. I was reading further about it and I

to make this much richer, more intense environment, and I took the colours again from the painting and used them. The struggle

understand that when Hammershøi encountered this painting, which is a 17th century painting by the Dutch painter Emmanuel de

was always that they wanted it to be brighter; so the proposition was to make it darker. From the Thorvaldsen Museum I was quite

Witte, it changed completely the spatial composition of his own work; so, it is this moment, when he encounters this painting that he

interested in the idea of the red room that fell into recession and the thing is, when it was dark, you saw through it. The rooms on the

begins to paint these paintings, views of rooms through doors; it’s a seminal moment a kind of pivoting point in his own work. When

north side are painted in the same dark colour and finished with a darker fabric; so they’re very dark; so the middle ground disappears

I thought of those two paintings and started to put them together, I became intrigued. At first, I thought they were quite similar

and from the kitchen the garden becomes very present because although it’s on the north side of the house, it’s in sunlight. Whenever

because of the subject matter and material, the dwelling and the figure seem pertinent to both, as I looked at them I realised they’re

you’re in the kitchen, you have this very strong direct correlation back into the garden as the interstitial space disappears.
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I went around the house picking up things they had, like I took the gilt mirror that was in the living room and I put it into this ground

different things like painting and colour and spatiality and effect into your judgment as an architect.

floor room. And the courtyard, to make it a receiving space, there’s a project first of subtraction; so taking away all these things that
had been added over time, largely services within what would now be the main entrance hall. What was proposed was a new floor

I suppose the thing I’m wondering is what you do with this next, what the critical reflection is on it? How has this bit of work

which would be black terrazzo and a new bench, which ultimately would fold inside turning into the fireplace as well; and I changed

allowed you to critically understand the way you operate and what you would do as the next bit of analysis or the next part of the

the windows. The intention was to hold the space by painting up to a datum line.

journey for the research?

This is a view from the new front door with the terrazzo floor and the bench as it was. And the doors that open onto this patio are

PC - I don’t know exactly what I’m going to do next, but I guess like reflecting through the projects, I do think that, you know, it is sort

removed and instead there is a window into the kitchen, and a bit like the Alves Costa House everything is painted out. So it’s a very

of like a case study of the way that I feel that I go about trying to make things, that in order to make something, I find that I create a

simple timber frame; it was made up on site with an aluminium angle just bolted through to hold the glass in place and held flush

fictional element in the first place. And it can be very new, like something you encounter. It could be numbers, it could be something

with the ground. And, by simplifying the window into the living room and the window beyond the visual connection becomes much

very abstract. That’s it. I look for a number of pieces and I said this before that I quite like when I don’t know what the answer

stronger with the rear garden. The green carpet was chosen here, so you get the sense of the garden being continued into the space

to these things are, but it seems like a puzzle, and what intrigues me is trying to solve a puzzle and I find it’s a kind of repeating

of the living room.

structure.

Removing all the mullions and the lay-light reinforces the connection into the courtyard and retrieved the view of the church spire,

The resolution of it, when it begins to order or allow for the ordering of things, then there’s a moment when it appears like a logic

which had been there previously. And to the rear I did the same, I’ve taken away the doors, making a little upstand terrazzo wall and

within the project and there’s a level of satisfaction about that. And it’s that structure which I’m trying to build, as it dictates the way

bench, which you can see when you come out of the door from the study into the garden. There’s a bench to sit on outside at the back

decisions have to be made within the project, I mean people have referred to similar things I guess, that which drives you to push

of the house, and again, the same detail for the window is used in this room as in the side courtyard.

something to the point of being able to take it a certain way, often irreversibly. And often it’s that thing that has to be right; if it is
not right, it doesn’t make sense to you, it’s an obsession you hold.

This is the room that was added in 1970, this time it’s painted using the same colour as upstairs and the bench is now folded back into
the floor; I did that in order to salvage enough tiles to repair all the broken ones, so I kept the original quarry tile floor. By removing a

Beyond that, to me, it’s the thing that survives. I don’t have a huge … not that I don’t I have an interest in the projects as they’re

certain amount of it, I could replace the tiles that were damaged. It folds down to form the fireplace, the new hearth and becomes a

built, but because they’re all houses largely, they get forgotten and you’re only left with sensations of what it was like to be in them.

sort of seating place that links the passageway and living room. Again, in this room everything is painted out, so all the joinery details

And these sensations are no stronger than for the ones that are not built, or some of them. Some of the projects that are not built

in the old and new windows are painted the same colour; the walls and the ceilings are painted in the same colour.

maintain a strong resonance and so it’s interesting; I’m sort of interested in that. It’s like the ground that you hold, whether the
things are made or unmade; they often affect each other. They affect the next thing and I mean that area is the kind of thing that I’m

As much as possible the details are suppressed and it’s more about the sort of tonality of the room itself. And the original doors are

thinking of continuing to explore, but particularly the relationship between the fictional on the one hand and then how the thing is

replaced with the window to make that connection, that sense of extension with what is now the entrance courtyard. Then, here is

actually made on the other. There’s two kind of roles.

the kitchen, which is where it all started at the table; here’s the table we had all sat around where the conversation had been about the
kitchen itself. I thought it was the only original element of joinery that hadn’t actually been painted during the previous intervention

TH - I think it’s a really sort of powerful insight into how you operate and I’m interested in what sort of agency you bring to it

and over time it had acquired a certain patina and quality in the room; I was unsure, if I took it away and put in a new kitchen, it would

because it doesn’t seem so clear, and I don’t know the work of you guys very well. And I guess it’s quite an unusual response to

be so different, I didn’t know where you would stop the intervention. It had to be re-considered; in the end it was just taken apart and

a project. It’s a refreshing response to go to a client who wants some work done and to tell them they actually need much less

soap washed, and then it was all put back together again. The tiles on the countertop were taken away and replaced with a darker

done than they think and to leave quite a lot of stuff in place. And it seems like the response feels less like architecture and more

brown Formica, again to make it deeper in tone, more recessive so you lost this horizon in the room and the original birch-ply of the

like almost scenography or it feels like you’re sort of working on the edge of architecture, which is almost like film making or

cupboards came back. These were extended into the corridor to get rid of the clutter in the room.

something, you know, like making sets or something like that.

RB - Peter, you’ve been going for about 25 minutes.

I mean I think just looking at your references and the kind of spooky similarities and, as you said, differences between this
melancholic scene on the left and a kind of bucolic household scene on the right, and how pretty much everyone, except for the

PC - That’s done. And just to say that the outcome was that the client asked me to continue to make another small project, a sort

maid, has got their backs to us. So it’s a sort of minimal amount of characterisation going on. But the amount that you can read

of sun trap in the front garden. So there’s a small little project that’s come out of this, which has to be completed over the summer.

in through things like colour temperatures and so on, you’re very alert to. And then kind of obviously the power of your ability to

That’s it.

persuade a client who wants their lower floors painted in bright colours to bring the light in and you’re saying, ‘No, actually, we’re
going to paint them dark red’. This seems to me to be, you know, to be able to pull that off seems to me quite a feat.

RB - So comments from the panel.
Then I’m just quite intrigued by how you persuaded them to do that, but also quite interested in how you might go back and
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WH - I thought it was really interesting to see you take your area of interest and talk us through a whole project in detail. So I

document that project in a slightly different way, i.e. there’s definitely a sense of some inhabitation and you described houses

really got a sense of how your decision making could be made at a number of scales and how that you’ve managed to bring in

being, you know, accretive and so on, but in many ways you’ve acted like an editor and you’ve taken out, so that house has been
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multiply edited. So there’s the original townhouse with its very clear social distinctions and way of operating that reflected

of friction needed in thought. I mean the house is built obviously, but on reflection, could this device of spatial sequence, depth,

Dublin at the time, I suppose, and that’s completely changed in the 1970s and the revisiting of that marks a point of dissolving

could it have been taken further with the house that you inherited?

those sort of very clear social stratas, I guess, and different ways of living. And that feels very … There’s something about the
1970s too, with that kind of ability to do stuff that you described.

PC - Yes. I mean certainly. I guess there are more, you know, two rooms to the back, you do see solely by the intervention of the
doors. You get that spatial connection between those elements into the garden.

Then there’s your own intervention, which is a sort of further accretion. And in some places, I mean there actually is less left of
the 1970s stuff than I imagined you were going to end up with, and that seems very transformed actually. So even though you’re

MMcG - Yes.

not taking it all out, putting it in a skip and putting something else there in place, it’s very different in character. And I just wonder
having gone back to deal with the leak and got another job, whether there’s not … Well, I’m just thinking in terms of your PhD,

PC - So across the plan, which doesn’t happen at the moment. I was very conscious at one level that, that was what is happening,

rather than as, you know, a sort of write-up of a project, how you might interrogate the sort of changes or the cycles in a broader

that the one into the courtyard was obscured by the door and the furniture and the opening into the garden continues, but I could

way than just your project over a longer period of time and how you might take, whether it’s all photographs or whether some

look at this further. Beyond the particularity of just that project I was using it as a way to set out how I generally approach the work.

of it’s drawings of the inhabitation or something closer to painting, or how do you get the kind of inherited power of the two

Like a new house or this house, or very often existing commissions. Like there’s always something that starts the project and I mean

paintings that I think the photographs don’t have at the moment?

there’s sort of a constellation of things and as you get to them, as you find them, you gather other things around it. I’m not sure. I
haven’t thought what the legacies of this are in some ways.

But, obviously in your imagination you’ve sustained a certain kind of level of characterisation of those spaces, and that looks to
be pretty successful. But it’s an open question, I suppose in terms of … if you’re approaching the middle of your research, it feels

RB - In this project, were there other things that you looked at that you rejected or did it just become clear from that?

like you need a bit more friction from the projects and a bit more stuff kind of that doesn’t really shape up, perhaps. This at the
moment feels incredibly controlled and presented in a sort of sequential way and it’s very satisfying, but if I were you, I’d feel as

PC - Yes. I mean I did drawings, so I did think of it in another way.

if I’d want more grit; I’d want more sort of ways of, you know, more uncertainty because it isn’t clear where this then goes. And
I think it’s a really interesting insight, but I’m not sure how it turns your research from a sort of upward-facing thing to forward-

MMcG - But that kind of evidence, you know, of the messy part of it might be a useful addition to get at what the critical outcome

facing thing about how you work or, you know, the things you consider. I’d like to know more about that, I suppose.

of this investigation might be and it might show a little more of the messiness that goes on.

MMcG - Thanks very much, Peter. I mean I find it interesting, especially in the context of the earlier conversations we had in this

But then another way to do that, or another way to open it up is from what I’m understanding here, you’ve created a fiction made

room about, you know, I suppose adopting a device or a trope and then using that as a way into the house and how you’d explore

up of a number of figures, which would include Siza, these paintings, some kind of connection between the colour here and the

it. And, so I mean I suppose parts of it lost me a little bit. I lost my place in the plan, which was a little bit of an issue, but is the

colour that you find in the site, you know, light condition. There’s all these figures that you’re beginning to position around and

assumption that, you know that the piece of fiction in this instance is the trope? So, it is an either or view and then armed with

they, to some extent, play off each other, and it sets a kind of direction for the resolution of the project, which does seem a little

that, you’ll tackle this house?

too convenient in the way that it’s told here, to allow us, I think, to see how those figures work.

And, then I think because of the earlier conversations about trope and whether they should be discarded or whether they should

And, what I mean by that is there does seem to be some things that you’re telling us that are related to some underlying intent

be documented, and I thought the interesting point here was that when you looked at what you’ve done to the house, there’s an

in the work of your practice, and that might be some of the stuff to do with Siza, some of the stuff to do with the idea of the

extent to which this device has its limitations to do with the house because you’ve made very few spatial notes and the critical

domestic and of place making. And there are other things that then are highly specific to this project, which is seeing the

one … you’ve made very few interventions, and the actual intervention that is the strongest is the distortion of the ground, which

intervention and the colour. And what I wonder about is the new things that are introduced that are specific to this project, do

is nothing to do with these paintings.

they reflect back into those figures that remain with you through various projects in such a way that your practice has changed or
are they simply discarded with this project and you stick with regular figures? Or is there some way that this project changes how

So, I mean I’m just wondering in a way was the limitations of the technique such that they were compensated for by another

you even think about your practice sort of fundamentally even?

agenda, which is not stated here? Well, it’s in neither image and it is about the ground and very critical things, as I understand it.
So the black was extended from one room into another.

PC - Yes, because I think it does actually. Well, actually going through this process … because sometimes those things exist and the
process is gone through, but I would say it’s un-reflected. Like for example, the experience of the Antonio Siza house or maybe one

PC - Yes.

part of the Alves Costa House, when I think about it, I’m quite clear that it’s a really important house for me. I would say I quite
like that house, but actually it’s like one of those things when you go back to it, I retain a very visceral memory of the house and
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MMcG - Whereas here, it’s the spatial sequence is extended from one to the other. So I suppose my question was looking back,

in going through this process, I’ve been thinking, about these things. I’ve seen lots of buildings, lots of places, but what of it stays

if you were to be more true to the trope, then presumably there would be more physical moves that might be made in the plan

in your head? Like you go to visit many of them, but in some of them it’s the smell of the room, the colour of the paint, you feel

to open up? And the obvious way, I suppose, open up vista or to open up a sequence between rooms. So, I suppose my question

the sensation of the space. I don’t know if it was the sensation I had when I was there, but I recollect something of it, there’s a

was is there another version of the scheme, which is that actually, and it’s a little bit like Tom’s point, that there’s some other level

sensation. I recollect standing in the room, thinking there is something very particular about the quality of it, that I really enjoyed at
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the time. I didn’t sort of analyse it; I can’t say what it is, but if I was to go back now, I think I can say that it’s probably to do with the
realisation that everything in it is so precise yet it’s not on view, that has really intrigued me, I really enjoy that kind of suppression
within the work, it’s not the lack of detail, but rather that it only slowly reveals itself in the occupation of the space. Things like the
tone and quality of the space, the sectional qualities, they stay as very visceral memories. And it’s only going back and I guess sort of
re-discovering a kind of consciousness of those things. Maybe sometimes I use a shorthand, and I feel encouraged to actually attach
greater importance to the sort of feelings that I’ve had about spaces to bring them into the projects in a much more studied way, in a
more determinate or sort of a more deliberate way.
But thinking about it, it’s changing because as I said, like for me, I’m quite interested in the fiction of the project as much as the thing
that’s built … I mean I find that has crystallised itself for me at least … that’s something that is quite important to me and it’s the way
that I intend to carry on.
RB - Any other questions? I’m wondering whether anyone has any questions, Siobhain, I mean your work and the intensity of the
colour and your kind of way that you work from painting, I wonder if that sparked anything for you?
SNiE - Well, I suppose I think you mentioned the word ‘atmosphere’, and I think that resonates I think very much. And just in the
two paintings that you have here, the one on the left, the atmosphere, it’s actually somehow unpleasant.
PC - Is it?
SNiE - Yes.
PC - Yes. Sort of unease.
SNiE - Unease, that’s right. And the one on the right is actually quite the opposite, you know. And I think it has an awful lot to
do with the tonal quality in the two paintings, but I think it’s also a spatial thing, and that I think maybe references what Michael
was mentioning. In the second painting, you actually see beyond and you also see the amazing floor, the pattern on the floor,
and I don’t know if that’s shadow or is it tile or what, but it has such joy in it, this floor, and the suggestion of light and a world
beyond, whereas the one on the left, it’s mean. There’s a meanness to it. There’s no joy in it, and I think that’s related to both
tonal quality, but also the spatial quality. And I think the reference to the thing about the ground and this black surface which
you made, which I think, you know, it’s very significant in the work, you know, in the photograph, you know, the courtyard and
the surface and the bench. And they’re spatial moves you made, but you didn’t kind of refer to them in that way, you know. So
to me, it’s the combination of this tonal thing and the spatial thing. I think somehow they go together, you know.
RB - Thank you. Thank you very much, Peter.
PC - Thank you.

212

213

Practical Fiction PRS

Practical Fiction PRS

PRS 04 – November 2015 “Enabling”
An examination of one project and its realisation.
The house in construction – 100m2 + almost there
My interest lies in the space that arises between how things are made and how they are made up. In the overlap and interplay that
takes place between the execution of the work through the application of technique, the resolution of detail on the one hand and
the processes of thought that circulate around the project on the other. The intention of this PRS is to focus on enabling works that
precede construction and the resultant element of contingency that can arise throughout a project. As a consequence adjustments
have to be made.

fig. 131
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Bleach Road, Co. Kilkenny - Siteworks
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In both this case and in a subsequent project; for example, neighbouring habitable rooms had to be demolished and permission
obtained for that. And when the project was brought to site, there was the realisation that things had to be re-designed; in fact, they

LVS - Leon Van Schaik

couldn’t be realised without negotiating and gaining permission from other people and without affecting other properties. Both in

TH - Tom Holbrook

the previous project and this one, currently on site, it’s on a hillside so, demolition was required of the neighbour’s addition, party

MMcG - Michael McGarry

walls and, the party boundary walls. Many of these projects involve existing structures, and invariably when you’re working with them

RB - Richard Blythe

you don’t really know what you’re going to find. In the case of this particular house although I knew the condition of the roof was not
very good, when it was opened up, it had deteriorated to a far greater extent than had been anticipated. To save the ceiling, which

PC - Peter Cody

I wanted to save, the contractor had to reconstruct the roof; they had to do it piece by piece; each rafter had to be re-constructed in
sections, and then bolted to the pre-treated existing timbers and the rotten timbers cut away. At one moment the entire roof had to
be supported from the ground; it had to be propped and the wall plates, that had deteriorated, taken out and reinstated.

LVS - We have Peter Cody, with the fourth presentation, but also in the RMIT system a mid-term review, which is why I’m chairing

So there’s a constant sense of discovery in these types of houses, in trying to work out how things can be solved or, what you can

the panel and Richard isn’t. So the panel are Richard Blythe, Tom Holbrook and Michael McGarry and it’s over to you for the next

afford. A fateful decision in this house was not to build in front of the protected structure, but to place the addition instead to the

20, 25 minutes.

side and rear; that meant working in an old sand quarry to the back of the house; it meant excavating and working in a very restricted
space where at one point, the contractor had to introduce permanent, temporary works to support the road and stop it collapsing into

PC - Good morning everybody. Thanks very much, just to summarise a little bit where I was last time and then give a

the site. There’s the underpinning of the existing structure on the left-hand side, and then the formation level is just six metres from

presentation. So my theme was about coding, and I guess my interest is in the correlation between how things are made and how

the houses behind it; so they had to shore up these houses to the rear in order to make the excavation. There was a whole protracted

they’re made up; there is a sort of fictional narrative about the project, this drives a project and sometimes it is in evidence and

period of enabling works that came in advance of the works themselves.

sometimes not.
And I’d also anticipated the existing site boundary would stay; it became absolutely impossible. They started to work from the back
So I’ll just start. This is a house by Alvaro Siza, built in 1976, it’s occurs a few times in the presentation. I was in Switzerland a few

out, so eventually they had to remove the site boundary and I guess that whole condition was again just determined on site; it was

weeks ago, and I went to see the house Corbusier built for his mother, Villa le Lac, where the invigilator from the Corbusier Foundation

never anticipated, it just evolved through the project.

advised that only a few months ago they discovered the Villa Savoye wasn’t white when it was built, but yellow; so, there is this sense
of architecture as being or having a fiction of its own, often stranger than the dominant narrative itself.

In another project, that’s on site at the moment, there’s no access except over the house. It’s an 18 metre drop from the road to the
sea so, the enabling works have taken about six months since the initiation of the project. The contractor had to crane everything they

The last time I looked at this house which I had made a number of inventions into, it hadn’t been extended; however, I had used an

were taking out of the rear garden over the house, and then crane all of the required equipment into the site. So, all the material and

encounter with a painting by Hammershøi in Copenhagen as a way into the project; it was used to create the colour palette for the

equipment needed to build the project had to be brought in over the house, and that meant they had to work around these restrictive

house … and, then there was his encounter with this painting by Emmanuel de Witte, on a trip to London, which was a pivotal moment

site conditions. So, there were a lot of operational changes and design alterations because of restrictions that began to emerge on site,

in Hammershøi’s own work. The paintings influenced the section of the house and became a way of driving the project. There was an

that were not anticipated.

attempt to connect the garden to the kitchen through the spatial quality of colour; a further development in the project.
It also took about 15 months to negotiate a contract with the neighbour and that delayed work for a considerable amount of time, and
I went on after this, I didn’t present it at the time, but I went through a number of projects just thinking about the thematic of colour

meant that no rock breaking allowed on site. So, when they discovered rock I had to relocate the proposed extension; the work was

as a parti in the work and developed a few of them, and one of them I’m going to show now is a continuation of that project. This is a

being influenced by a number of found conditions. That’s the way they managed to build; this conveyor runs through the house and

house completed a long time ago, I think in 2002; it was an early renovation that we completed; it was based on a game of chess; it’s

serves the area to the back. Then during the works, both of the neighbours moved; our practice got the project for the neighbouring

called the house of ‘The Knight’s Move’ and involves a small addition to the rear of an existing building … the house is monochrome,

renovation, which in a way was very helpful because after negotiation the contractor was able to use the neighbouring garden as a site

black and white, grey, and it has only one colour, blue. It is a sort of non-signifier as such, a bit like the way red is often used in chess,

compound; this project is starting shortly on site.

and it was used throughout the house to denote a number of things, the surface of the floor, the doors, some of the built-in furniture;
all are painted in this same colour.

I just wanted to talk about one project in detail and it’s a very small house, about 100m2, in the west of Ireland; it’s west of the River
Shannon in east Clare, a very rural area. And it’s been onsite for three and a half years. It’s just taken an in-ordinate amount of time.

Today, I want to talk about … the title of this is ‘Enabling’ and I guess it comes from the fact that over the past couple of years I have

it’s been a very difficult birth, I’d say. I think it started in 2009. It’s a very beautiful site, in a townland called, Teeroneer. The client

been working on site a lot; I was looking after five projects on site, two of which have been completed recently. And so, being on site

wasn’t going to be there the whole time, but he farmed this land and it was a place that was very important to him personally; he found

quite a lot I realise part of me likes the nature of this work, domestic work. However, a lot of the sites are quite restricted in terms of

a lot of solace in the landscape, so he approached us to make a small house. Here’s the existing small stone structure on the site; there

access and there are issues concerning party walls, neighbouring permissions and grants of permission, such that the project evolves

was a more extensive holding before that.

a lot on site; consequently, there’s an element of contingency about it and that means always being on hand, working through the
project with the contractor.
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I went there in the middle of winter, in I guess 2009, and it started to snow and got dark very quickly and then because of the way the

centres and 250 x 50mm joists notched onto the flitch beam; it’s two lifts, one for each floor, then a series of infill panels all in larch

air heated up, there was this extraordinary experience of the whole landscape turning purple, and I spent my time photographing this.

internally and externally. This is where it was at the tender stage. And the final elevation, at this point too, I had adjusted all heights

But, on that trip I surveyed the site and determined where to place the house, and that aspect of it has actually been quite steadfast; it

to make the full ceiling height taller inside, about 2.75 metres, from the planning stage.

hasn’t really changed. So I made these preliminary drawings, sketches; the house sits where there’s an extant freestanding gable wall,
all that’s left of the old house; it sits between two trees, a big beech tree and an old oak tree, and there is an idea about a ‘groundwork’

And so the project went to site. The first thing the contractor discovered was quite a lot of rock, which was never anticipated. Soil

in which you lived and moved in connection with the landscape and slept above.

sampling was undertaken in the field above the house, and hadn’t located anything; because of that, the house couldn’t sit in the
ground the way it was meant to, so I had to adjust it. I raised it up slightly; then it started to hit the tree, so it was moved 1.5 metres

The house has evolved and changed quite a lot, but at this moment in the construction, it’s like all the versions of the house appear

to the north. So a decision was made; it wasn’t quite sitting in the footprint any longer, it was 1.5 metres forward. They set it out on

at some point and then disappear quite quickly; so they’re different iterations of it. I guess, the simplest was an enclosing sleeping

the site and began the ground work; the concrete cast into the ground for the lower level.

quarter above with this open area below and the abutment of this ground work, which actually is relating to the site level itself. It
began to change, I had set a series of levels, but it wasn’t viable to connect to the field above for example, because it was pastureland;

So that took place in the autumn. They started on site in May 2012, this is just the beginning of it. And so the ground work was

but the intent of it was still maintained and again, as I said, it’s always been about moving in and out of the landscape on the living

completed. Because it was all bespoke joinery the thresholds were made specifically for the timber details and the rainwater gear was

level, creating these external spaces related to the house with different levels of occupation and then moving up into the loft above,

cast into the concrete as the fenestration ran continuously around the house. So it was very particular regarding location, and it was

in a way.

all housed within the window frames. So all that was done in advance and set out on site. But at this point, the project stopped. The
contractor got this far, I received a lot of timber samples; I brought someone over from England to go through the details, and we had

I guess the sketching period is in the early part of 2010, and then I think there’s the beginnings of a plan, which has a single room with

quite a lot of discussion about it; then nothing happened.

this depressed area, the kitchen. You come around the back of the house to come in; something quite traditional in rural Ireland.
There’s two bedrooms above. It was always timber on a cast ground work and on the left-hand side is the tree so, you can see there

So it was left in a situation, a sort of swimming pool, and the client wouldn’t countenance increasing the cost of the project, so I had

was originally a more extensive holding on the site; the only surviving bit is the outhouse and this gable wall. So the house sits

to find a way of getting back to site within the same budget. This meant re evaluating the project and cost; there was no way I could

between two trees, and it sits within the footprint of the old house, with this retaining wall holding back the ground.

complete it with the timber frame. I tried any number of contractors and timber manufacturers and I couldn’t get it to work unless it
involved a steel frame, which I’d never really wanted to do. I had hoped for something much more elemental; the fenestration was

This area has a formal plan, the erosion of the form on the bottom, which would be the south side, is to accommodate the roots of the

unaffordable, so there’s a lot more solid wall, it’s more opaque, there’s now a steel column inserted on grid lines M, J and D, and in

tree and not interfere with it. And this image is largely to do with fenestration in the development; at this point, it’s very open actually,

the middle of everything, I took out all the Larch and changed it to Douglas Fir. I took out the concrete floor, the internal linings; it

on both levels, with this cross space made against the hillside that was an extension of the living room. There is an obvious reference

was just stripped back to the bare minimum. While doing that, because I had moved the house, the client thought it would be an

to Upper Lawn by the Smithson’s; it’s quite deliberate, I think? There wasn’t sufficient service space, so I started making this service

opportunity to make it slightly bigger, which wasn’t particularly helpful; so that cost more, and then the money for this had to be found

area to the rear and creating these two entrance points. And again, the retaining wall when you turn it around it has another service

from something else.

block based on the south side for the water tank.
So he thought the under-croft would be useful as a dining space; in some ways the resultant simplification of the form was a saving;
So at that point, the plan changes. Two terraces emerge, one for each bedroom, one larger one on the west side and one smaller one

I also removed the service building. Because of the rock I couldn’t have the ground collector that was originally proposed, so a heat

to the east. A service block is located on the east side and another one to the rear on the south side, and the retaining walls now come

recovery system was introduced instead, that reduced the amount of services involved. And the plan had now changed because of the

around the house to hold the ground; allowing the house to sit back into the ground, to hug the landscape. It’s become more opaque

new extension at this level which was connected to the service room. The terrace above becomes much larger, and it connects the top

on the upper level, so your view out is only above the freestanding gable wall and underneath the canopy of the trees. Also, now there

of the stairs, the landing, to the terrace off of the main bedroom. Inside, all the timber lining is removed, but the two covered external

are two external spaces, one a terrace underneath the tree on the first level and the space outside set against the landscape, that’s

spaces remain, you know, I have held onto these. There was also a proposal about enclosing this space, the larger under-croft, which

still in evidence.

was really detrimental to the project so not undertaken. And so in essence it still prevails only now it’s far more opaque; it’s much
more solid; it’s cheaper.

I was not interested in extending the house, but the client was thinking what happens if the house was enlarged in future? The service
space had to move because the most logical place to build was on the south side of the house, so it reverted back to the west. So these

LVS - We’re running out of time.

drawings are the beginning of the tender documentation for construction and at that point, the terrace extends to form an under-croft
on the lower level where the entrance is, providing a wider terrace on the first floor. Then there is the final site plan; the house at this

PC - Ok. So this is the introduction of the steel. I had to modify all the details and then the steel frame went on site and they

point was clad in larch internally and externally. It’s a timber structure and I was trying to make a very simple, elemental structure.

started to put in the framed walls between. As soon as this wall went in, the client had a change of mind; he didn’t like the level of

That’s the terrace under construction.

enclosure. He wanted it to be more open, so as soon as it went in, actually it came out and I changed it again to increase the level of
fenestration; so that’s the wall that was removed and the fenestration. Then in the final plan, this wall is removed because the steel
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So I spent a lot of time thinking about the details and essentially it’s two timber flitch beams that run the length of the house on both

has shifted location inside and become embedded into the wall, the structure changed on site. The steel frame stayed the same on the

levels and there’s basically a post and beam structure with a 200 x 50mm timber structure along one side supported at one metre

first floor.
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At the same time, the stone building which was in very poor condition, because of the duration of the work on site, it actually collapsed.

PC - I believe.

The client found a similar outhouse nearby that had been demolished, so we salvaged the material and reconstructed the outhouse
making some small alterations. It had become a house in the 1950s and someone lived in it for a period of time and they put a chimney

TH - Yes, six months ago, where you talked about, you know, a great set of interiors. I mean the whole presentation had an

and these windows in the front. During the building of the retaining walls around the house, in determining what kind of wall it would

incredible sort of interiority that I found there were sort of points of frustration in that at the time and then you present this set

be, we tried many different stone samples, but it was proving very difficult to find a local stone that would match; eventually, the client

of, well, narrative, which is about being in a landscape, and it seems to be such a switch, I don’t know if that was intended, if

realised that all the original outbuildings, when they were demolished in the 1950s, they were actually thrown into the lake, and the

you’re going through a sort of painting genres or, you know, what are you going to do next is sort of really interesting.

contractor was able to find the stone. So it was excavated back out of the lake, and they started building the wall with the stone from
the old house that had been on the site previously.

But I really appreciated the calm of the narrative, I mean partly because it’s the first presentation of the day and it’s just been
really fantastic sitting here as you gently unfold this discussion of stuff that is patently frustrated. I mean, you just show very

And, I’ll just finish with the last PRS, this was Lucas’ presentation of his painting and I photographed it; I think it was in April. I went

calmly the picture of the digger and the bloody great crane and, you know, these kind of projects presented in a very laconic way

back to site, and they were building the house around it. I notionally borrowed it; I had an idea about putting it in the outhouse, and

that are clearly, full of effort and destruction and sweaty men and you know, huge feats of pulling it together, and clients who

it was an idea of turning that building into … The project hadn’t started on site, so it started in May after two years, it was an idea to

change their minds all the time and tree roots and stone in the wrong place.

turn that building into a kind of camera obscura with the painting in the middle of it. And so it was like trying to make, well, I call it
a, ‘project of redemption’, this attempt to resurrect the fiction of the project to myself. I think at its core the house was an attempt

You know, but it’s incredibly calmly presented and I mean I suppose I really appreciate that, and I appreciate this discussion

to have a place or create a place of habitation within the landscape, where the landscape was within. The idea was that by making a

between control and contingency I think is really something that you’ve uncovered that it’s incredibly important about the way

camera obscura, that you would, through this little light box, project the landscape back into the space, and so in some way try and

you work and is a revelation for me. And I kind of wonder where you, well, it’s not clear because of the completeness of the

house the landscape in it. I guess it’s what the essence of the project was about; so I did that. When we went back to site, there was

narrative the moment where you say, I’ve had enough of this. You know, I’m not changing it again. You know, it’s a wall; It’s not

a kind of new beginning a regaining the project again. So I’ll just leave it at that. Sorry for the delay.

a window, yes? And I’m just walking away if you make one more change; I’m just going to go. When does it really kick off in your
world? When does the calm stop? No more Mr. Nice Guy. I’ve had enough.

LVS - Thanks, Peter. So Michael?
Because there is still an interiority, even though you’re showing us something different now, but the landscapes are incredibly
MMcG - Peter, I mean I think that was extraordinary and I know there’s a danger of superlatives in these kind of occasions, but

beautiful, like a Samuel Palmer painting or something. You know, the landscape is just stunning on that last project, the stone

that was a really, really, really lovely presentation. I mean what occurred to me was just that the kind of narration of the building

house, but I would like this question about, you know, what’s the bottom line in some of these projects? Do you really roll with

obviously has a life of its own and then it’s the awkwardness of the narration that is desired. I mean so the fact it’s a frustrated

the punches every time?

project seems to be enjoyed, clearly is enjoyed. And the explanation of everything in terms of narrative and what comes with
narrative, but you can invent your own ending and the path you choose to bring the narrative is partly contingency, but partly

PC - No. But the thing is, I mean just at the moment, I’m dealing with a lot of projects on site and just, I’m very conscious that

about enjoying the accident of contingency.

actually, you’re making a lot of decisions. I suppose some of them are actually to try and realise the thing and there’s a lot more
involved than you had anticipated in order to realise the project. And then there’s a lot of cajoling of the client, of trying to get them

So just I mean, the one thing that does occur to me is where in such a narrative-driven view of the world, where technology

to believe something. It’s almost like working with your initial model; they don’t often anticipate it until you start and so it begins to

would sit and where the kind of obvious concern for an aesthetic fits in work that is narrative-driven because they seem to me to

evolve along in front of them.

be very contrary positions. So specifically, for instance, the arrangement of windows in the house and that they would be gridded
out. Obviously, it has references that are nothing to do with contingency or context, and then the obvious lesson, I suppose, that

On that house in particular, I’ve decided to kind of just do one project at a time, that has been the way of working, trying to locate

the attempted construction has, that the joinery is quite irrelevant and inappropriate for an Irish condition because you couldn’t

something, moving around between different things, but I guess what was really important, just looking back at it myself, is the

build it.

sense of the external spaces that the house made around itself. So the relationship of the tree to the terrace and the field at the
back were important; I don’t think the rest of it was quite so important; although it was important at the time.

And then the kind of control in the buildings you do, the level of control certainly does not suggest any, or let’s say it comes as a
surprise that there would be a narrative of contingency behind work that appears so manifestly controlled in the most aesthetic

TH - Yes, yes.

sense about shape, geometry, the rainwater pipe has to be concealed in the building. I mean they’re conceits that we accept
because of our practice, but they’re not coming out of somebody concerned for contingency, you know.

PC - I’ve never made a project where the structure has been that implicit, so that was kind of the first time. I was kind of curious to
do that, to put it that legibly, but I mean it went sort of awry, it’s very difficult, almost impossible to realise, which is probably the

So that’s just a comment, I suppose, and do as you might with it, so it’s really lovely work.

reason why I’d not done it before.

TH - Yeah, no, thank you very much and I must say it was quite a surprise for me because I don’t know your work terribly well and
I saw your presentation, was it in Ghent?
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MMcG - Peter, the renovation of the outhouse.

And I thought this technique of fading between images, sometimes landscape, sometimes of the artefacts on the site, sometimes
of plans, sometimes of sections, sometimes of drawing and sketches, and you did it in a way that allowed us to see how this thing

PC - Yes.

morphs from one project to the next project. So as a technique, I thought that’s got loads of potential for how you begin to think
about completing this PhD in the next half, and it would be good to try to imagine how you will do that in the final exhibition.

MMcG - You showed one slide. So there seemed to be no angst or trauma about its renovation. You repaired it.
That’s certainly an example of something that would be very difficult to capture in a printed book. There’s been quite a bit of
PC - Yes, I put it back. It did seem to be quite interesting because it was very hard to find stone. We couldn’t find stone.

conversation through this PRS and the last couple, of frustration at the idea that the document that’s submitted needs to be
uploaded. So this is quite often talked about as being some tragedy. You know, the loss, and I wonder how archaic we really

MMcG - But for whatever reason. It’s just the mindset about wanting to do the house and then the same with such effort and

are because actually, the electronic document can do those sorts of things. So the electronic document can have moving images

articulation, something new and then quite casually, you’re very comfortable to renovate the outhouse and repair it. And it’s

embedded in it, not just still images. So I think to open up that space in terms of the technique of what you’re going to be showing

done and the room is there. I think that’s an interesting moment between whatever date the decision was made to simply fix the

your examiners, how you might be showing them, you could think through that a little bit.

roof and repair the wall in one, and on the other, to agonise pleasantly, but to agonise.
But the one question I have, that I would ask you to talk back to us a little bit about is having gone through that process of
PC - I guess, the outhouse, there’s a sort of move when a guy arrives and he seems to know a lot.

explaining back to yourself but also explaining to us how this project came about through all these various frustrations, situations,
surprises, exchanges, how do you feel about that project now? I mean is it a different project to you having done that, or is it still

MMcG - I like it when that happens.

just the same project and actually what you’ve done is simply allowed us to see what you already knew about it?

PC - There’s a man who’s building the house, his name is Mattie, a carpenter, and he’s doing the timber cladding and he’s really

PC - Yes. Because it’s been so long, I almost forgot. I mean I couldn’t forget actually, but when I was here last, when we were in

good to listen to, like when you think about it he’s doing this all of the time. I feel quite comfortable working, and actually I’m quite

Ghent it hadn’t gone back to site and literally, I mean it was two years of trying to find a way of getting it completed. And it was pretty

interested to work in this way, to let them do what they want to do. You know what I mean? Like he is doing some things that are

tough, because I tendered it any number of times and spoke with a number of people and it seemed like it wouldn’t be completed.

quite different to what we had specified, but he seems to know what he’s doing and I quite like dealing with things like that on site,

I’m actually not that particular about the fact that it’s not what it was, like again, it evolves I guess, and as I said, the funny thing about

to have a relationship with the contractor. And the house in Sorrento again, there’s a really good contractor; just that it means it’s a

building it is you start to see … actually I did realise that myself … when I went back putting the slides together, I realised that at one

kind of dialogue all the time, and that’s why things are started, or are able to change.

point it looked like one of the earlier scenes, and then you wonder what if you did that one? If you did the first sketch and never
bothered using the timber frame, it might have been built earlier. It would have been different, so in a way, it’s always a continual

TH - Yes.

process; it’s eternal; it turns on a throw of the dice. It’s certainly not a linear process ever, so at the moment, I’m just enjoying
watching it evolve on the site. The client, as we’ve moved on, has found more money to complete it but actually, in a funny way having

PC - You know, that’s why it’s perhaps not so insistent all the time because sometimes it’s at those points where you’re being too

taken things out, it becomes unproductive to put them back in; so when the client comes back with the money and suggests that we

insistent you know that you’re wrong, that the relationship can be better. It’s much more fluid and in fact, in a project like that in

do the timber inside you have to say it’s not about that anymore; it has moved on. Then, you know, you find yourself fighting a rear

Sorrento, it can only happen with people who are quite good at what they do. You mentioned the aesthetic, I guess as I think more

guard battle against the thing it was, so you know the strength of it is that there’s something much more basic.

about this process, I realise that I’m quite interested in the narrative, the fiction, I reinvent the projects back to myself. As I said
some time ago, that’s the way I have begun to see it; to me, they become things to make other things, and I just enjoy that. I enjoy

RB - So just one more final comment on that, but you’ve found this very beautiful way to show us how the project changes over

the way you can fictionalise a place where it becomes another story set within a fiction, that’s quite important. It becomes a kind of

time. If you can find a way to show us how your understandings of architecture, of your practice changes over time in a parallel sort

code with the project and it becomes a way of changing or moving things within a project, although it’s not necessarily legible.

of way, this would be I think a very powerful thing in terms of the overall research; to be able to show how your practice knowledge
base shifts in a way that you can share it with the rest of the community, and then it can become part of the broader body of

LVS - Richard?

knowledge that we hold.

RB - I was just writing a thought there of how beautifully you just described the importance of the social construction of the

LVS - I have to bring this to a close, so I’ll take it that you all think this is a satisfactory midterm review.

site, you know, almost as an act of designing. If you get that right, as you said, it makes many more things possible. And I think
that’s a really good insight and it’s certainly interesting. If you think about it from the point of view of what design is and if you

MMcG - Yes.

were asked to create a design studio, then looked at how you would design through making sure that that social condition of the
project was set up in a way that things are more likely to be successful.

LVS - And so as a supervisor, you and Peter know what has to be submitted to the powers that be in order to validate that.

So an interesting kind of spin on things, and of course that’s just one of the many little strands that run through this beautiful

RB - I’ll re-look it up, but yes.

unpacking that you’ve done of what a project is. And I was trying to work out how many projects are in that small house project,

LVS - And having revealed the enormous amount of effort that goes to make work that looks effortless.

and then almost list them out, you know, house one, house two… There must be dozens of them.
TH - Yes.

222

223

Practical Fiction PRS

Practical Fiction PRS

PRS 05 – November 2016 “Topography”
An examination of one project in development in
the context of a number of completed works.
Existing house extended 75 m2 + 200m2 x 2
My interest lies in the space that arises between how things are made and how they are made up. The topography of a house is
a detailed study of the underlying three-dimensional order of a dwelling and its corresponding surfaces. It considers both man
made and natural features, to incorporate an expanded idea of “ground”. The establishment of a series of shifting and overlapping
horizontal datums informs our perception and registration of a space. In effect it is a precise study of place.

fig. 132
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Palmerston Lane, Dublin - Model
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So there was an alteration or adjustment of the spatial field, your perception of the space of the house and consequently how people
use the house. I was comparing the plans afterwards and before, and it was about trying to connect the garden with the kitchen, which

VM - Vivian Mitsogianni

is on the south side of the house. I remember seeing Thorvaldsen’s Museum in Copenhagen and these interstitial rooms, which are lost

LVS - Leon Van Schaik

as they become recessive through the use of colour, and it was employed in the house to eliminate the depth of the plan, in order to

TH - Tom Holbrook

connect the garden to the room at the front.

RB - Richard Blythe
And in the same way, these two paintings, one by Hammershøi and one by Emanuel de Witte are important; Hammershøi was very
PC - Peter Cody

taken by the de Witte painting which he encountered on a trip to London, where he worked for a few months. And it became this very
prominent thing in his work; such that he spent the next twelve years painting the interior of his apartment; this assembly of rooms.
So, I referenced the paintings in order to make the section of the house, to think about it in terms of colour; the house was stripped
of its contents and then they were placed back into the house, using the paintings to orientate and place them. I deployed the colour

PC - I’m going through the previous presentations, to give an overview and then the title for this presentation is, ‘The
Topography of a House’. So the presentations I’ve made so far, the title of which is Practical Fiction, which itself is something of an

palette of the Hammershøi painting on the upper level, the piano-nobile of the house, and then below there was the painting by
Emanuel de Witte, where you have these richer tones; reds and ochres and the strong contrast generated between them.

oxymoron, that somehow embodies or expresses my interest in a view of building, that to make anything is a work of fiction. I’ve been
interested in this space between the practicality, the realisation of things and then the fiction I’ve left behind; because, there is often

There were no new contents introduced into the house, I just rearranged all the existing furniture and there were tiny adjustments

this tension, sometimes the polar opposite, in the formation of things and at times they defeat one another and so we are left with

made, cupboards were stripped and cleaned, readjusted, the screws replaced, things repaired, the countertop was replenished; so

these multiple readings of something.

there were just these very, very small local interventions.

I had started thinking, well my first presentation was about the city, where most of our work is situated, which is Dublin. I guess it has

And then the last time I was looking at one house, this was in reference to ‘contingency’, the sort of open-ended nature of the process,

a very particular morphology or grain and our work is embedded in that system, you know, something of that place is imbued into the

to follow the path of one project from conception to completion. It’s a project that’s had a very long protracted, I guess, conception.

work, and you can’t really separate them. There are things taken from that, they derive from it and then find their place within the

In the process of building it, there were a lot of deviations, changes in structure, cost, the contractor, changes made by the client; the

project. In some particular building typologies that pre-existed; for example, this particular house, this model I did many, many years

building became slightly bigger and these changes were taking place during the course of the construction of the project.

ago and it’s a very small terraced house, but every room in the house is on a different level; there’s this sort of spatial maze that takes
place within the very confined realm of the house itself.

And I guess, there is that moment when you try to think about what’s core to the project, what you’re holding onto; the fictional
idea set against these changes that are taking place around you. It’s always adjusting through the design process and through its

A city is like an archive, a sort of repository of past thoughts about making a place, and there was a body of work in our own office,

construction and it’s never really in that sense fully realised. It’s always a project of construction, and that project of construction

an archive of unbuilt work, which was delved back into. What came through the sketchbooks was projects that were not realised; the

continues after the building is made. This was my presentation from a year ago, the house is still being made, it’s almost finished, but

reality of that of course is that many of them ultimately find their place in later projects; these repeating thoughts formed in a way

its life extends beyond that process.

through the work. I’m interested in the idea of a project being derived from a sort of code that’s found and embedded into the work;
so these thoughts or fictional ideas behind a project often become embedded in the details; they become a kind of narrative construct

This simple stone house was also renovated, it was turned into a camera-obscura, a sort of redemptive moment in that project where

for making the building.

the building was tuned to encapsulate the landscape and drew all of the landscape back into it; a strategy which was the parti of the
project in the first instance, arrived at through the placement of these two objects into this particular landscape.

It was prompted by, I made a comparison between my own house and this house by Alvaro Siza, the Antonio Carlos Siza House, which
he built for his brother, which was very important to him. And there’s an anecdote that some 25 years after the house was built, the

So I guess, that brings me to what I was going to talk about today, which is the ‘topography’ of a house. And so, I’m also going to

house is sold, so he writes a letter to the new owner, and he sends on the details; he sends a colour swatch, and he advises he will make

examine the three dimensional surface condition of the building and its relation to its context, and this conversation that takes place

himself available should the new owner want to make any changes or alterations. And so, even after this very extended passage of

between the built and the thing that receives it, this overlap between the two.

time, the house remains this fictional construct in the architect’s mind, which is quite distinct from the physical reality of the building;
there are these parallel occupations, and this sort of space is of interested to me.

I found in the projects, there’s a lot of repeating dimension. Really, it’s generally dealing with domestic space, but I think the relationship
of those dimensions to the mechanics of the body, you know, 0.15m is a step, 0.45m is a seat, 0.75m is a table, 0.90m is a countertop,

That house also prompted me to think about colour. You know, the Villa Savoye was yellow when it was built and not white, and that

2.1m is door height or a low ceiling, 4.2m is the height of a Georgian room; the piano-nobile in a Georgian house. Our relationship

house is yellow. Colour was very important in that house. Again, it goes back to a discussion about typology; in that case, the legacy of

to these surfaces, these dimensions, and our perception of ground in a building to me is very important, both physiologically and

Modernism, which we have inherited. So I had been looking at colour and specifically in relation to one small house, in which I didn’t

psychologically, this relation we have with the ground and the landscape outside. Building something is a way of drawing in context,

make any significant, material interventions; it was more a series of very small operations, changing the house by adjustment rather

the lines of construction; it is a conversation between building and place.

than adding to it, and by default the atmosphere of the house was changed, primarily through this intervention of colour and in the
making of this courtyard.
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The first project is in the west of Ireland, it’s this very flat landscape near the ocean, with a very severe climate at times. The little dots

And again, just about alignment, there’s this particular addition to a house that starts with a detail, it doesn’t start with the kind of

are raths or ring forts, which this area is heavily populated in; as you can see in this topographical map, particularly evident are these

rooms; it starts with this point where the existing cornice, it’s a period house from the early part of the 19th century, and it’s this point

sections of raised ground. And the house, because the nature of the landscape is very exposed, located in a flat area with no trees

of contact between the new and the existing. And you can see here in the photograph it’s the establishment of that point of contact

near the building as they won’t grow there; it makes this quite protected enclosure. There’s really only two dimensions working in this

or datum which everything else is generated from; so above, you have the view out, whereas below, as a result of holding that line you

place, it’s 3.6 metres high, so it’s low, a very long and flat building settled to the landscape. Locally it steps down, it’s 2.6 metres, where

have to excavate down into the ground to get two floors and to avoid the bedrock as you’re near the shoreline. This under-croft space

I place a series of terraces above; so there’s a made ground above the ground itself. And internally the rooms below these terraces

has to be made, again on account of holding the line; it’s responding to the local geology to create this kind of cavernous space below,

are 2.1 metres high, so they’re very low, and the extraction from the roof above is always concurrent with these low rooms below.

where the granite is formed into a series of steps, an amphitheatre-like space at the bottom of the house.

There’s a series of rooms 2.1m high and they relate to rooms which you are sitting in, so for example in the section you’re looking at, it’s

Here the top ridge of the house is held like a datum in the landscape everything happens below it; so the new addition to the house

a dining room, where your horizon is a little lower anyway. It is the subtraction from the volume of the room that gives you the terrace

can never rise above it and when you take the cross-section its working into excavated ground. The ground is held so, again, it rises

above. So the terrace is either 3.6 metres deep, that is down to the ground, or 0.90m deep, and with these comes the potential for

0.75m to a table where the ground of the courtyard is pulled into the room and then beyond 0.45m to form a bench that catches the

cultivated spaces because you can’t really cultivate anything outside the perimeter of the building due to the severity of the weather.

sun and on the other side of which the wall holds the road. At this lower level you’re denied the view while above the ceiling is 2.1m

Because of the flatness of the landscape even that small rise in elevation means you suddenly get this very expansive sense of horizon;

high forming a very low horizontal connection between the blocks. Looking out into the little courtyard the floor of the courtyard,

so you go from this very protected enclosed space to the terrace; by moving in section to the upper level.

which is brick as well, is pulled into the space of the room; again, it’s this ambiguity as to where the threshold is between the inside
and outside and the room extends to the far brick wall.

And in this project, an urban situation in Dublin, it’s a similar move, but this space is different in that the subtraction is up into the
terrace; into the void. In order to have the head room to take the stairs to the ground, there was a roof light inserted that allows

Then above, as mentioned, you have this lower compressed space so you get this compression and release operating in the section;

this movement to take place between the original building and new addition and the volume is taken out of the terrace above. This

the circulation space has dropped to 2.1m and then the adjacent rooms rise above that, but never above the datum of the existing

house had no garden, it’s an urban condition, they had a shared courtyard only so I made a roof garden on top of the new room that

house. In the first block, there’s an elevated room 2.4m high which has the full view across the river to the other side, whereas the

was made to give external space to the house; then there are subtractions taken out of this terrace to accommodate the room below.

bedroom looks into the courtyard and to the wall, to this sliver, this kind of crack that goes right down to the ground set at 0.75m above
the floor level, which is consistent around the house and which all the bedroom spaces relate to. This elevated room looks out through

Moving from the old house into the new part where the addition of a roof light scoops space from the terrace above. The ground

the circulation space to the landscape. Below the bedroom is pinned to the ground which is set at 0.75m, again there’s a table, a floor

shifts in two levels, 0.90m and then 0.75m; so the floor level of the existing room of the house becomes a countertop in the kitchen

projecting into the room itself. In that same section there’s this compressed space of the entrance which in turn will open up into the

and then it drops a further 0.75m into the ground, so the ground outside enters to form a table along the edge of the room where you

larger volume of the hallway.

can sit and the kids can do their homework. There’s this altering perception of where the ground is in the house, here you have these
competing levels, the terrace, the existing room in the house and the countertop, which becomes a floor which becomes the ground

Again, this house is an urban house building its whole context, two storeys to the front and three to the back. It’s connected by a

and sometimes one borrows from the other; there is a sort of slippage between the reading of their function. Does it arrive from the

series of stairs, each of the flights a half level, so you can move quite freely between adjacent levels; the stairs creates this topography

house or does it arrive from the context itself?

within the house which extends out into the courtyard so there’s a promenade through the external and internal spaces. The courtyard
becomes a landing to the stairs, which again is pulled into the kitchen to become a countertop in this space. You’re walking on the

In this house, it’s set in a much steeper landscape and it’s really given by a single strategic move, the stretching of one contour, on this

counter as you move around the house. The volumes of the circulation space begin to intersect with one another and you have a sense

steeply inclined site, to create a level plain creating the datum for the room; with an enclosed buried space below and this pavilion

of perspective from one into the other.

above. So it holds the edge of the site and that contour becomes the living room, which frames the view beyond it. The spaces below
are far more closed and an external promenade through the site is maintained, so one moves right through the house, into the

In this house, again, the whole site is built in a way, there’s a level change of 1.5m between the existing upper floor of the original

landscape unhindered.

house and the road at the back of the site. This is the existing building. I’m proposing a new structure at the end of the site, here in the
middle of the garden a room and beyond the original house is rebuilt internally, with a new connecting middle return section. There’s

And just, I guess the sense of alignment with the existing context, which can be a built context as in this case on a listed building, where

a line that’s making this shift to realign itself with the access to the rooms. In the middle of the garden is a pavilion, which is really a

you have this frieze on the outside; it’s on the existing house, a house with classical proportions. It’s a holding line and it’s extruded to

table that sits on these two legs, in the centre of which there’s two shifts in level of 0.75m, then it steps 0.45m and 0.90m outside as it

create this band, which then introduces this datum which everything else reads against; so it reads both externally and internally. So,

rises towards the back of the site. In the cross section, we made this partially buried under-croft space, again, the courtyard is drawn

you can see the datum here which becomes this ring or band which hovers above the ground, the ground itself then falls away into the

into the house and we had this compressed space held between the table and the ceiling; moving then to the room above, which in

garden and continues to fall down to where the trees are located at the rear. In the first house there is a proposal about coming up to

contrast, is lit solely from zenithal light, then the pavilion beyond that again, at the back. One is quite dark and embedded into the

a made ground. In this case, the ground is spilling out from the house, melding into the ground outside, there are a series of terraces

ground; one is raised and lit from above, and the table is on the ground and addresses the landscape.

cascading down through the house to meet the ground on the other side.
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This perception of your relationship to the ground, whether you’re on, below or above and your position in the broader landscape

TH - It’s a pretty amazing experience. I mean I’ve not visited any of the work and I’d really like to, just because it’s so … I sort of

alters as you’re constantly promenading, circulating through the space. There are various opportunities to diverge off the path or to

sense walking round some of those spaces is really the unfolding of, you know, some of those sequences that you were so much

take a different route, but you’re always held within the overhang of the building.

in control of. I’d really love to experience that.

Again, this is a house on a tight site in Dublin, its height is set by the neighbouring building and the building opposite, it never steps

And I agree. I think it’s just … I mean where else could you take it? It feels like you’ve developed everything you need to

above the eaves line set by the existing condition, cutting down into the ground to provide this table. When you’re sitting in the

establish, you know, your completion, the kinds of ways you’re representing the incredible consistency in the section, the kind of

space you’re not exposed to the street outside, which is in very close proximity, even though your address is outwards; then above,

hybrid drawing, even I think some of those moments where you capture the thing. It’s a bit like some of those photographs from

the room looks into the house across the table into the void of the stairwell.

excavating the Knossos or something. You know, it’s a bit of archaeology, where you’ve got the cleanest building site I’ve ever
seen sort of in the background of something that feels like a drawing.

Here there’s this cut in the landscape with a series of staircases that all arrive at this courtyard landing. In this house, you have to
go outside to go in, so you have to go out into this courtyard to access the other buildings; there is a block for sleeping and one for

And it just feels like you’ve got all the language there and actually, yes, I mean unless you’re looking for something that is, as Leon

living in. The landing in the landscape is connecting with the various volumes.

said, a surprise, it sort of feels like it’s only going to get more and more controlled. And I guess there’s a freshness about it now
that it would be a sad thing to not capture that because there is new work and it does feel like over the course of just me seeing

I’ll finish with this, the last one, where again what you can see is this cascading, all the levels in this building are actually determined

the last few presentations, it feels like there’s a real confidence in where it’s going. And I mean just really extraordinary projects.

by the main staircase of the existing building behind it, they all feed into it. There’s a determination in the section to form this
constant kind of flow or cascading from the top of the house down, from the bedroom to the study down into the living room and

I mean just, that said, I think if you were looking for a surprise, that’s also quite an interesting, if you were going to take more

from there to the kitchen. The dimension is changing across the section; so I’m just going to finish there.

time in looking for the kind of bit that, at the moment, you’re excluding because you said about one of the projects, this house
establishes its own context. And in a way, you could have said that about each of the projects because they’re remarkable in

VM - Thank you.

their autonomy or the way that, well, I don’t know how you find the clients, the sites that allow you to do that, but each one of
those sequences is internalised and it’s sort of bracketed by its own sequence of spaces, where, like the fort condition or like the

LVS - You’ve done a formidable amount of work since I saw you last. Extraordinary. This last chapter is quite amazing to me. It

internal courtyard. Each one kind of finishes in an incredible courtyard space that’s bracketed by, a wall with some planting boxes

seems to communicate everything about your relationship to levels. We’ve been observing these drawings that you’ve invented

on top and you can just see that there’s a city beyond.

and the collages and the red beautifully indicating the vertical and horizontal movement. It’s just a formidable piece of work and
it doesn’t bring any surprises to me, but it does articulate in detail all of the things that you’ve been hinting at over the period of

I guess in terms of landscape, the way that you’re talking about a landscape is definitely the topography of a house. It’s definitely

the PhD.

an internalised sequence and a bit that could be missing, and I suppose thinking about the Siza reference that you made,
there’s always an interest in the larger topography and the kind of coastal experience or something in Siza’s sketches, you know.

So I think that if you take your chapter headings, invented memory, archive, puzzle, coding, enabling and then topography of

Somehow that’s always the interior, no middle ground, the interior against the city or the Atlantic.

house, you have a formidable dissertation at hand and I mean I don’t think there’s anything to stop you just bringing this to a
conclusion and submitting. And then working out what you’re going to do as an exhibit and how you’re going to be able to tell

And I just wondered, like Loos, you know, it’s sort of do you do fruity? That’s one question that you could explore that you haven’t

the story in one hour when the time comes. But I just think this is an amazing set of works and it seems a fair bit of work has

explored yet. You know, could you do the American bar equivalent sort of thing? But I mean, I think unless you wanted to kind of

come into the practice since we met last time.

add that surprise, I think it’s really pretty consistent, pretty much there and I’d grab it and put it together. It’s astonishing.

PC - Yes, quite a bit.

RB - Well, maybe do fruity when you’re finished the PhD, Peter. I think they were terrific comments and I think that technique
which you used I think last year at the first European PRS of overlaying the drawing with the image has been a very successful

LVS - Yes, and that’s also enabled you to, through the new work, completely articulate many of the things that you’ve been hinting

technique for you to get us inside your story and what it is that you’re pushing with the work, and combined with this idea of the

at time and again. I mean that extraordinary house with the perimeter wall and the sunken courtyards and every one of them

practical fiction, I think they’re very powerful tools in terms of extracting a PhD from the work and making it apparent to others.

carefully modulated so that when you pop up into it, you get a different relationship to the horizon and the landscape. And yes, I

And so I mean I agree that you should be thinking about this as a completion.

think this is a wonderful piece of work. I think it’s done. Cooked, as they might say.
Similarly, I’m beginning to think about well, what does that look like as an exhibition and then also as a presentation? I think the
LVS - Could you go back to the first slide? It’s the execution.

concept of fiction, you need to do a little more work on the way in which you’re explaining that through the projects because I
think there’s a couple of different ways in which you’re using that notion and I think you’re using it in different ways very well, but

TH - Amazing, isn’t it?

at the moment, you’re not giving us enough of a distinction between the different uses.

LVS - What does that mean?
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So at one point, it’s a practical fiction in terms of the way in which you’re imagining the production of the architectural artefact

LVS - He does have an essay about, which we had to be very careful about describing in any of our reports, but he does have an

as a fiction that’s sort of put in motion for practical means to realise the outcome, and you’re seeing it as an open fiction. It’s

essay in which a narrative is created with the clients. You get a very detailed, one chapter, this is going to be that very detailed

not the finished novel. You’re talking about the writing of the fiction in the project itself. That’s one sense, but then it seems

description of how out of a conversation with a client comes the idea for what to do.

that the way, I mean particularly when you’re looking at those plays in levels and the way that one thing becomes another thing
that becomes another thing, you’re also setting the artefact itself up to work as a kind of fictional device and the way that we

PC - Yes.

experience the space.
TH - Yes, yes.
So you’re using it, and in that sense, it might be more like the book, the finished artefact, which is no longer open or being
constructed, and yet of course the book’s always continually reconstructed with every new reading. So I think you’re using that

LVS - So this is to do.

sense of the fictional acts that take place through the making of architecture and then the way in which architecture actually is
in the world in rich ways, but you could I think be a little more precise about when you shift from one of those modes to another

TH - Interesting.

mode.
LVS - Also one of the houses you showed today, you show it under construction, but I’ve visited it inhabited and I mean as I take
LVS - In talking about the fiction, not particularly this time, but I think there are two modes that you talk about. I mean terrible

it, the people living in it furnished it themselves. You didn’t furnish it. You didn’t do a kind of house brand.

things happen to buildings when they’re finished.
PC - No.
RB - And books.
LVS - They kind of put all the furniture in it. So this extraordinary trick of making shelves and counters that sometimes it’s a
LVS - I’m talking about buildings first. They pass from one client to another. They get repurposed. They get misunderstood. They

counter, sometimes a passageway, and the whole thing was used as a kind of little personal gallery by the people living in it. But

get totally disturbed, but you’re arguing that there is a fiction which remains in the mind of the architect. And I mean you see

obviously the first clients, they understood, I guess.

this in the work of very influential architects like John Soane, and the influence of John Soane is largely to do with the renderings
that were made, which capture the eternal fiction of the building. So it doesn’t matter what happens to the buildings. They get

There’s a lot of writing sitting in front of you and I think your writing is quite precise and beautiful. And I’ve just made a few

demolished. It doesn’t matter because the idea is so powerfully articulated that that fiction persists and I certainly think you’ve

notes. I mean these phrases that you use and you’re refining them, PRS by PRS, a fictional construct remains with the architect,

achieved that about your way of making architecture.

which was something we’ve been talking about. Holding the line. A ridge is held as a datum. Your perception of your relation
to the ground and the broader landscape. And then there’s a lot of cascading. A line is determined and then from that, things

So somebody looking at this can reinterpret the ruin of any of your buildings in 20, 30, 50 years and say aha, that’s what they

cascade, a very crucial word that you use.

were trying to do. Now we know how to restore it or bring it back to something where it’s more in alignment with the idea that
led to its creation. But there’s another thing that you are kind of interested in, and a pioneer in this programme many, many

But I’m assuming these are all in that writing that’s in front of you because the little bit of your writing that we’ve read captures

years ago, Allan Powell always used to talk about the ‘facture’ of his architecture, and I just Googled quickly while you were

these things very beautifully.

talking. The facture is the act, process or manner of making anything. And Tom’s comment about the cleanest building site he’s
ever seen. But there’s also a way in which there is a fiction of the facture, which sits behind these things, and you show that

VM - Excellent. Well, I agree with the comments of the panel. Probably what I can add is that I think the sequence of the

much more clearly in the earlier chapters. You show it quite a lot in the story of the house that just got touched up.

presentation that you’ve shown today through images, I think is very convincing in itself, so I think there’s probably a conversation
about what the form of the final document is like and making sure that, particularly I think with your overlay, there was one

TH - But there’s more occupation in that, isn’t there?

where you had the model overlaid with the section underneath, which is actually a fantastically powerful insight into the things
that you were talking about. So I think that technique is very good. Do you have a sense of the document and how the story will

LVS - Yes.

be told? I think the story could be told through image.

TH - You know, rather like your painterly references, there’s more than the architecture in those, not a lot more because they’re

PC - Yes, I have to give some thought to that … because I didn’t, you know, with the various strains of thought, how they come

also quite controlled, but there’s, you know, a bit of a figure, a characterisation, some sort of level of occupation that’s hinted at

through it, I’m just not sure how that will happen …

and not fully explicit. And I guess that’s most evident in that, in the adjusted house, and least evident in, for obvious reasons,
some of the more completed ones. And maybe that’s something that could be re-photographed. Actually I am really interested

VM - Well, that’s what I was going to say. In terms of this question of more work and surprises, I think perhaps if you think about

in how people live in those very internalised worlds and I am interested in, you know, I said sort of who are all these clients that

the document as something to work through, that that might in itself, the pulling it together, there’s language that Leon has

live like that?

talked about, the collection of the images and chapters, you know, something else might come through that. So time spent on
that as opposed to more PhD.
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PC - Yes.
VM - And probably one last thing is I was very drawn to the way you draw your sections and the line, particularly where it seems
to make this sort of field of voids. You know, there’s no blackening of the section and through that, you get a field of voids and
almost like a gradient field. So for me, that’s interesting. But I think there’s a lot. Given the clarity of what you present, there’s a
lot we can take out that might not necessarily be, you know, your intention, which I think says that it’s close to a finish.
RB - So in practical terms, just to reinforce Vivian’s point, I think the project now is to work out what those two forms are, what
the exhibition is, what the document is. There is quite a lot of work in understanding that. The reality is if it was to be done in
April, you know, the document itself would need to be completely finished in January, so you’ve got nine weeks Peter. So when
you start to set it out as a programme, you suddenly realise the sort of tightness of all that, which is why …
LVS - It’s completely doable. That’s what Christmas is for.
RB - Leon’s always an optimist. Before we just go totally into technicalities, I wanted to know what the terrible things are that
happen to books.
RB - They might get burnt.
LVS - Yes, but that doesn’t destroy the book.
RB - True.
VM - Ok.
LVS - I think the book structure, just the way you’ve got it, with the different discoveries and inventions in each chapter, just to
maintain that. It really is just chapter after chapter.
RB - But it may well be completely doable, but I just think that’s the kind of reality that you’ve got to look at in the week after this
PRS. Ok, here it all is. How much of it is actually there and how much to do?
PC - One of these houses took nine years.
VM - I mean it’s probably actually easy. You’ve got the material. It’s not new stuff. It just needs to feel like your PhD when you
have the document in front of you. So I’m hearing this was a completion and it’s gone rather well, and so we’ll go ahead. Either
Leon thinks differently, with April, but see how you go. Thank you, Peter.
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