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To Yael and Alexander

That | should be so lucky!
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MOTIVE 1

ARCHITECTURE
AS THEATRE



previous spread

Peter Behrens, administration building, Hoechst
Chemical Works, Frankfurt am Main, Germany,
1924: main hall.

An artist-turned-architect, Behrens created not
only a dramatic — almost Gothic - space, but
accentuated its sense of ‘theatre’ by an assiduous

use of stratified colour.

Thinking about architecture, | have rarely felt the need to detach myself from
the circumstances around me - and certainly not by recourse to any system

of abstraction. For this reason, most of the work discussed in this book is
influenced by the episodic nature of events, by the coincidental, the referential,
and is unashamedly biased. It seeks no truths but it enjoys two parallel areas
of speculation: the ‘what if?" and the ‘how could?’ that can be underscored by
many instances of ‘now here’s a funny thing'.

Thus each chapter revolves around a motive — acting as a catalyst or driver of
the various enthusiasms or observations, clarifying the identity of those same
‘what ifs? and ‘how coulds?". In each case the motive is elaborated upon by

a commentary that tries to observe the world around us and the ironies and
layers of our acquired culture. This precedes the description of the work itself.
Of course there are times when such observations do or do not have any direct
reference to what follows: yet | would
claim that they sit there all the time, an
experiential or prejudicial underbelly
without which the description would
lose dimension.

| do have a core belief, which |
introduce here as the first motive:

that for me, architecture should be
recognised as theatre, in the sense that
architecture should have character.

It should be able to respond to the
inhabitant or viewer and prepare

itself for their presence, spatially; in
other words, it should have that magic
quality of theatre, with all its emphasis
on performance, spectacle and delight.
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Bernard Tschumi, National Theatre and
Opera House, Tokyo, 1986.

A competition project that demonstrates
Tschumi's often-demonstrated ability to
create a very clear concept and strategy for
a building; a figure that also recalls 20th-

century musical scores.

opposite

Vitruvius, basilica at Fano, Italy, 19 sc.

This is the only known built work of Vitruvius,

effectively the first architectural theorist. If the
visualisation is to be believed, it suggests that
already by this time ‘classical’ mannerisms had

already established themselves.

INDULGING IN DELIGHT

If the Ancient Roman architect and engineer Vitruvius came out in favour

of ‘firmness, commodity and delight’ as the key elements of architecture in
his celebrated treatise De architectura (Ten Books on Architecture), we are by
now, in the Western world, so statutorily bound into systems of checks and
balances - standards, codes and building inspections — that non-firmness

is unlikely. Yet commodity can be more: it is not just the common-sense
placing of things, for these can also be placed wittily — and thus lead directly
to the experience of delight. It is only dull architects who are immediately
happy if buildings just have everything in the right place and leave it at that.
But delight. This is a contentious beast; it involves evaluation, sensitivity, and
even that difficult issue: taste.

What delights one irritates another, but both are alerted: their world is

for the moment extended, identified, stopped in its tracks. If buildings

are the setting for experience, then we may ask: can they influence that
experience? It could be argued that people who are totally self-obsessed,
or under extreme pressure, or blind, or in an extreme hurry ... may not
notice where they are. But for the rest, the combination of presence,
atmosphere, procedure and context add up to something that architecture
should be aware of.

It is challenging to the notion of delight when the architect and writer
Bernard Tschumi asserts the predominance of ‘concept’ to design in
architecture, which seems to suck all the pleasure out of it. It immediately
prompts me to substitute the word ‘concept’ with ‘idea’ — which is of course
more emotive and less controlling than concept, or maybe comes a little
before it. | would claim for ‘idea’ that it can be very affected by those same
layers of ‘what if' and ‘how could’ that may then sway or load up upon a
concept and cause it to be unevenly but interestingly unbalanced. In the end,
of course, Tschumi has wit and taste, as demonstrated by his unexecuted
competition design for the National Theatre and Opera House, Tokyo (1986).
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Partisan abstraction seems so often to be the province of the pious or the
creatively untalented. It is so easy for them to wave a finger at us indulgers
and enthusiasts, to constantly ask us to define our terms of reference and then
posit some unbelievably dull terms of their own with (if at all) unbelievably
boring architectural implications.

DISCOVERING NOVELTY IN THE KNOWN

| was always fascinated by the very creative mythology and spirituality of the
New York architect, poet and educator John Hejduk (1929-2000) - who was
Dean at the Cooper Union School of Art and Architecture for 25 years. In his
investigations of freehand ‘figure/objects’, which expressed his own poetry,
and his rare built works, like Security for Oslo (1989), | admired his ability to
gaze beyond the logical world. The latter structure, originally conceived for
Berlin, was erected by staff and students of the Oslo School of Architecture
and placed on a site that had been heavily used by the Nazis when occupying
Norway. However, | remain a little squeamish about symbolism and the
unknown, and so | tend to retreat back into the comfort of tangible reference.

At this point the observer might ask how it is then possible for such a

mind to suggest the new or the less-than-usually-likely. Naively, | would
answer that almost every project is suggesting the possible and has its
hind legs in the known. In fact those that don't are the ones that tend to be
forgettable. The interesting thing is that the references can be scrambled,
the antecedents taken from anywhere; they just have to contain enough
consistency to make the scene.

For so long | trod the corridors of schools of architecture, and served as

Chair and Professor of the Bartlett School of Architecture (UCL), creating an
architectural milieu. Even now that | am back in practice with Gavin Robotham
at CRAB (Cook Robotham Architectural Bureau), having 95 per cent of my
conversations with other architects (including those at home), the danger
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