Around us, in Europe as well as elsewhere, in rural as much as urban locations,
biological and cultural diversities are rapidly collapsing. Contemporary society
designs and perceives the world as abstract places, fixed and simplified objects
extracted from their web of relations, and fails to see ecosystems as dynamic,
complex systems. This mechanistic design and ontology is killing life.
This Ph.D. investigates how to design with the emergent quality of ecosystems,
with their knowledge and capacity for self-generation. In order to research how to
design with the complexity of ecological processes, a ‘through reflective practice’
methodology has been used. The ecology of one practice using the media of
grown and built architectures is described to explain how it designs with natures,
with socio-ecosystems that are allowed to emerge.
A mesh of narratives, photographs, drawings and diagrams affords the reader
an experience of the projects and of their coming into being. It unearths seven
evolving principles and a lexicon that are useful to this gardener architect as
he practices with life, live.
This approach serendipitously nurtures gardens where natures can emerge
whilst developing physical and behavioural patterns, ecological memes to
inspire and help others. The practice aims to support our societal shift towards
an ecological culture.
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Abstract
This research through reflective practice investigates the relationship
between architecture and natures; a nature is defined as an ecology
that is allowed to emerge.
It has developed ways of designing architectures with these
unpredictable processes. By supporting their agency, places develop
their resilience: their biological and cultural complexity and diversity.
Processes of growth as well as decay are nurtured and expressed.
It has been investigated through contextualising and reflecting on
three ongoing series of work in my practice that combine buildings
and landscapes, separately and together. Through this process a fourth
series has appeared.
The tools used are open patterns that fall into two categories:
setting – physical – and nurturing – behavioural. They are developed
in dialogue with, and within, the ecosystems, especially with the
inhabitants. These patterns set situations and tweak the dynamic
processes over time. They choreograph the elements of architecture –
the void, the climate, the resources and the living – whilst affording
them agency.
For a gardener architect, architecture is the improvisatory choreography
of the elements’ rhythms. The role of the designer is dual: to design
patterns that will guide the performance of a place by its multiple
inhabitants and simultaneously develop a language of patterns,
ecological memes, for use elsewhere. Setting and nurturing patterns
grow together in a systemic dialogue.
Serendipitously, the gardener architect nurtures natures by creating
gardens where they can thrive.
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prologue

The ecological gardener
As far back as I can remember, I have been a gardener.
Some of my earliest memories include watering the pots on my
maternal grandparents’ balcony; age four.
My grandmother was not a talented gardener, she didn’t understand
the importance of the soil quality nor the fact that her balcony, as it
faced the sea, had to deal with sea air and wind.
She had many geraniums that were barely alive. The only plant that
truly thrived was a fuchsia-pink flowering succulent which was well
adapted there (probably Lampranthus Spectabilis).
I knew from a fairly young age that most of the plants were suffering,
although I probably didn’t know why then. And it seems that this was
due to my experience of healthy plants in the surrounding countryside.
There is a knowledge here that wasn’t taught to me but that came
from direct experience. And maybe we, humans, have an instinct for
knowing when a plant is in good condition.

The author on his maternal grandparents’ balcony in Les Sables d’Olonne
(Guibert, M., 1980)

My dad’s parents were farmers and I used to spend half of my vacations with them. I encountered there not only a growing tradition
of agriculture but also wild areas, the leftovers of the countryside, in
which as a child I spend most of my time and where plants grew of
their own volition. I also encountered my grandmother’s technique –
that of the cottage garden.
It is important to describe the differences in process between these
three approaches. I will describe them in order of human control, from
the least to the highest.
I have a number of clear memories of moments in my childhood in
areas that were almost left unmanaged and which at the time I saw as
wild. The open woodland that was one pasture down from my grandparents farm. Walking down an overgrown ride in the coppiced forest
nearby. It must have been May or June and the grassland was full of
various flowering species and buzzing with insects feeding on them.
The lushness of it all, brimming with life, the diversity of wildlife.
i

My grandmother, as was often the case in farms, looked after a few
beds at the front of the house in what I call the cottage garden method.
There is a seemingly random mix of plants that are generally either cuttings of perennials or roses mixed with self-seeding annuals. The technique is essentially serendipitous, species arrive as seeds or cuttings are
gifted and go in the gaps. The self-seeders reappear where it suits them.
Some weeding occurs that allows the movement of the plants that are
liked. In other words, there isn’t a planting plan to start with. There are
defined beds that frame the movement but the plants are nonetheless
allowed to self seed out of them in the paths. The design is iterative
through the inhabitation. It constantly evolves.
Lastly, there was the farmer’s technique of my grandfather which
will plant single species in ordered fashions the way fields are monocrops. He was a talented gardener – as was his wife in a different style
– the plants would thrive and form tall rows of gladioli and dahlias. Or
geometric shapes of marigolds or red sage. His technique applied to
the ornamental part of the garden was bedding. Any other plant would
be weeded – the result was the planned idea.
From the first technique to the third, there is a decreasing level
of diversity. But we should not think that highest diversity is where
humans don’t intervene. In my experience, and this is the case of the
first example, it is where humans intervene, lightly, that highest diversity is achieved.
Although I wouldn’t have described these three types with these
words at the time, I knew the difference between them. I also had a
preference for the wilder and the improvised, although I also enjoyed
the colourful bedding planting of my grandfather as well as the rows of
vegetables and the wheat fields.
It seems to me that there already was from a young age an implicit
knowledge of varying degrees of human intervention and the differences in aesthetic qualities, in textures, that result.
There was also from the start a preference for the approaches that
were not entirely controlled. I enjoyed elements of control but only in
a looser context.

Left: one – gardened – area of the farm in August. It is somewhere between what I used
to consider as wild, and the cottage garden. We will look at this in Landscape Gestures.
ii
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Deux cabanes

A children’s hut – mine, now disappeared of course, was similarly using
dead branches, but also included live plants, especially ivy.

iv

There is an event in my childhood that embodies what drives this
practice. When I was about 7 or 8, I arrived for a holiday to stay with
my maternal grandparents and found a ready-made garden shed, of the
type you find in DIY stores, in the back garden. It was empty and my
grandmother explained that it was for me. I am not sure I understood
at the time, my memory is unclear, but I am convinced that the reason
for her buying this for me was a reaction to the fact that I liked spending time during my holidays with my paternal grandparents who were
farmers. I must have expressed that I enjoyed staying with them as I
could build a “cabane” in a wooded area, the type of constructions that
children build with whatever is available for them to use. I also liked
the fact that I was left free to roam.
My grandmother was a bit of a snob and found it difficult to understand that anyone would prefer, or even like as much, the messy uncultured countryside to the city. And she was probably aiming to compete
by offering a “better” version at her home.
I never used it.
I would occasionally go in it, but there was nothing to do, it was all
there, better made than I could ever do, but there was nothing to create
and no material to alter it.
It also became very hot in summer as it was not shaded whereas the
one I had built was in a wooded area, felt part of it.
What my grandmother did not understand is that it was not the
resulting artefact that I enjoyed but the process of building it, the creativity based on what was found around.
The cabane which I enjoyed was never finished, it was an ongoing
process of design and construction. It even included growing plants,
ivy which I was guiding to trail on the roof.
In the small seaside city that she lived in, there was no space to do
such a thing, all was designed, planned for. The only exception was during the summer when I spent many hours creating buildings and cities
in sand, often in relation to the streams that the sea water creates as the
tide goes down.
I see this story as a parable that expresses one of my drives in my
practice: giving to inhabitants the agency of creating their environment, of making choices, even to plants. There is a drive towards this
v

lightness of being that comes from being able to imagine the world and
make it to that image and towards a physical connection to the landscape and its climate.
You can see this body of work as a regular testing of the type of
architecture that may be best to provide this today, in the Western
European context I work in. It would be different in other climates
and associated cultures. What comes across is that the universal flexibility that I admire is not put in place fully, it is integrated in parts
within a growing vernacular language. An open vernacular language
develops over time which is more permanent but diverse. Freedom is
understood here not as maximum theoretical flexibility that requires
changes in the plan, but maximum ephemeral flexibility which is primarily a matter of activity, furniture, decoration.
My relationship to space is entirely built on the experience of the
contrast between the homes of my grandparents. Between the constraints of city living and the freedom, especially as a child, of the
countryside. Creating similar freedom for the users underlies the slow
development of typologies in my work.
The main aim of the book I wrote for my Diploma in Architecture at
the School of Architecture in Nantes (Guibert, 1997), was to research
architectural qualities that were not visual, an architectural aesthetic of
the informal – or non-formal. The book uses a combination of literary
and academic writing to communicate qualities that are difficult – if
not impossible – to draw, as they all relate to what happens – or can
happen – in spaces and in time. One of the chapters looked at the aesthetic of homes altered by their owners organically over time through
DIY, not only was beauty seen in the end product but just as much in
the glee that the owners have in making their home their own.
The aesthetic moment is at the point when the building is transformed by people in time.
When I was writing this, following the recommendations of JeanYves Petiteau, my tutor. I was reading de Certeau’s L’Invention du Quotidien (1990), a sociologist who took further the concepts of Henry
Lefebvre on Production of Space (Lefebvre, 1991, original edition in
French 1974). Later on I found parallels in the idea of “free space” as
defined by Cedric Price in his The Square Book, the idea of designing
buildings as environments – what he called “operational matrices” –
that offer a broad range of possibilities for their inhabitants, that allow
them to “expand their potential” (Price, 2003).
vi

Comfort
I have two strong memories of environmental / thermal spaces as
a child. That of my mother closing the windows and shutters in the
morning and opening the house in the evening on hot summer days to
cool it down. And the tending of the fire that was constantly running
in my grand parents house as it didn’t have central heating, as it would
have been since the 18th century.
This embodiment of two opposites has led me to aim to merge them.
The work on the concept of comforting aims to bring the positives of
adjusting comfort through acts with the support of technology, so that
it is less laborious and warmer.

vii

Introduction
Nature.
Can we design architecture with it?
How?
What is a concept of nature that is useful – today – for architects of
buildings as well as landscapes? Or at least to this practice?
Should it be a thing, a process, or both?
Is it singular or plural?
What can be our relation to it?
How can we design with natures in order to support and express them?
The focus of this research through practice is to investigate these questions. As it is investigated mostly through one practice – mine – it can
only be partial, and as knowledge of natures is dynamic and contingent,
it can only be provisional. Yet the way I work with natures and how I
conceive them may be useful to others.
We need to start with what came last in the research process, an
explanation of what I mean by nature, of the concept of nature that is
operational in all aspects of my practice and which is its focus.
This understanding is that nature is not a thing, it is a condition. Nature
is the condition of life being able to develop according to its own nature,
its character, that follows its own “conativity” (Matthews, 2004, 2011).
Through this seemingly circular definition I mean to redefine the first
meaning of nature as “the phenomena of the physical world collectively“
– the tangible sense – through the second meaning of the word nature as
“the basic or inherent features, character, or qualities of something” – the
intangible dimension.
This is applicable to living beings but is the case for all ecosystems.
There are thus multiple natures; each place, each being, has its own
nature. There are more or less natural conditions.

The dominance of abstractness
Freya Matthews defines nature as the opposite of “abstractness”
(Matthews, 2004, 2011). Abstractness is an ecosystem that is overly
controlled to make it become an abstract, and fixed, predetermined
notion of itself. Abstractness is the dominant mode of thought and
production of the designed environment in the West, so pervasive
we barely are aware of it.
Quite logically for a mode that focuses on understanding and making
things, abstractness has been extraordinarily successful at producing
objects in large quantities. This has expanded humanity’s agency physically; we can go faster, further, spend less time covering our basic needs
and more doing other things. It has also expanded the agency of the self;
movements and concepts supporting diversity and equality such as universal freedom, modern democracy, gay rights, feminism, appeared after
and from the first explosion of abstractness with the industrial revolution.

viii · Introduction

1 · Introduction

The control / letting go diagram
This diagram represents the correlation
between degrees of abstractness, which I still
called control when I drew this version, and
diversity – continuous curve.
The blue triangle represents the level of
composition and the yellow shape that of
inhabitant improvisation. They are virtually
always combined, apart from the cases of
the non presence of man – to the right –
and the total work of art – to the left.
The maximum diversity is not when humans
don’t act, it is when we act with care. I realise
now that what I mean is more than diversity
and is resilience.
The area where I prefer practicing is one of
low abstractness, here defined as loose control.

But this has not been without consequences; as the tsunami of abstractness developed through the 20th century up to now, it has covered the
globe with monoculture and interrupted life’s processes at a speed that
is altering the climate, destroying biodiversity as well as social and personal ecologies.

and neo-liberalism. We are again in a situation where the few decide for
all; it used to be the public sector at local and national scale, it is now
corporations and a small number of individuals.
I share Guattari’s view that sustainability is the enemy of personal ecology, and this is specifically because it is becoming a new monotheism
that is the enemy of diversity, of “heterogeneity”, and personal agency
(Guattari, 2008). The residential blocks of the 1970’s are no different
to those of the 2000s, apart from their respective tendencies towards
horizontality and verticality. They are similarly minimum flats that are
centrally managed in such ways that individuals do not have agency on
their environment.

Design, in excess, kills life.
This decline in the three dimensions of ecology is due specifically to
the dominance of the abstractness mode in modern society; the lack of
understanding of the intricacy of interactions and their fragility, of their
emergence in time.
It hinders the capacity of living beings and systems to adapt, diversify,
connect, to increase resilience, to create.

To avoid any confusion, I wish to clarify that I am not for a return to the
past, nor am I against the scale of these developments per se. What I
strive for is to support natures so that they can increase their diversity
and enmeshment. This includes supporting the knowledge of the past to
carry on into the future, but not as it was, to translate it to our time and
add to it.

Our world, it would appear, can only see objects fixed in time. It cannot
see flows, evolving interactions, emergence.
It especially has an inherent fear of the irregularities that life’s emergence
creates, what it sees as “mess” or “chaos” and which must be tidied up,
cleaned.
It is ethically necessary to support and expand natures in our lives and
on the planet for multiple reasons. The rapid disappearance of biodiversity as much as that of human cultural diversity and personal agency is
leading to a monocultural simplification. This is the cause of ecological
catastrophes such as the disappearance of pollinators and the risk this
poses to food production, increased level of flooding, climate change,
loss of knowledge present in the genome of the disappearing species,
and that present in rapidly disappearing customs. The value of this tangible and intangible “natural capital and ecosystem services” (Costanza,
1997) has been calculated for the non-human part, but there also are
the cultural activities as well as the labour that is not abstracted, through
monetisation or otherwise, and thus not seen nor valued, in particular
that of caring. This human natural capital is also being destroyed increasingly through the over-dominance of abstractness.
The sustainability paradigm, although at times good at solving some of
the effects of industrialisation is in my view becoming the very source
of the next scale of abstractness. Sustainability is understood here as it is
generally used by society today and specifically in the field of sustainable
development. Ecologists may understand the word in a more dynamic
way yet the word itself expresses, as the word maintenance does, both
a pessimistic and defensive quality – that of fighting entropy and / or
human intervention– and a static view – sustaining what is there. An
example of this is the definitions in the Wikipedia entry: “sustainability is
the endurance of systems and processes” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Sustainability). In the word sustainability there is a defensive tone against
something else that may attack, as well as against change in itself. The
word does not represent the fact that ecosystems evolve, and that they do
so creatively, through rhythms of “release”, “reorganisation”, “exploitation”, and “conservation”, which are both negative and positive, destructive and creative (Berkes, 2003, p. 17). In this research, there is both an
awareness of the current challenges and an optimism of the capacity of
natures to resolve these challenges by adapting through self organisation.

Nurturing and expressing natures

Above, top: the future Vauxhall in London,
(author unknown, 2018)
Middle: the Heygate council estate in
South London, now demolished. (“London SE1
Community Website “, 2018)
Below: a typical mono-cultural field – it could
be anywhere. (landgren, 2018)

Our Western society is destroying natures at extraordinary speed and I
am driven to bring it back into our lives anywhere I can, or it is probably
better to say to give it space, and time, to come back. This is increasingly
necessary as urbanisation increases, control increases; the countryside
is also increasingly mono-cultural. There is nowhere for natures and the
diversity that they shape to exist, both human nature and wild nature.
Currently, it is only abandoned, forgotten, or inaccessible places that
support diversity, these areas that Gilles Clement calls “délaissé”, “le tiers
paysage” (www.gillesclement.com/cat-tierspaysage-tit-le-Tiers-Paysage).
But there is no reason why we couldn’t integrate natures into our lives,
nor enhance the naturalness of our own trajectory.
Supporting natures is creating environments that foster the development
of resilience through diversity and enmeshment. It is also supporting
actualisation by expanding living beings’ agency. There are other reasons,
ecological functions, for supporting the integration of other natures in
our lives, in my case focusing on plants, is that it filters the city; It creates
visual, contemplative and performative amenity. It provides privacy by
filtering others. It improves the climate by cleaning the air and shading.
The projects shown here do care for the “physical forms” of “natural capital”, such as “water regulation”, “soil formation”, “climate regulation”,
and many more... Yet, the focus of the Ph.D. is on the intangible elements, in particular how we can design places that support an increase
of the “information [...] stored in species and ecosystems” (Costanza,
1997), including that stored in the ways of caring for them.
There also are aesthetic reasons, which support the ethical ones. The
movement of forces and flows, the unpredictability, change, surprise,
yet within a sense of calm / harmony. The processes of decay and growth,
the balance between imperfection and perfection, the contrasts of
textures from rough to smooth.
And the feeling of being present, embodied in its performance, a performance that the dweller constantly redesigns.

The paradigm of sustainable development is leading society to again
believe in a neo-modernist ethos, a global monoculture which recreates
the one of modernism and the welfare state in the form of sustainability

You can read this investigation as a further development of aesthetic
qualities, of an aesthetic language, that support emergence in order to
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encourage us to act ecologically, to be driven to act ecologically. Such
practice aligns delight with ecological ethics. By doing so a dialogue is
created between our acts and the behaviour of the rest of the ecosystem.

The perfection of form, or detail, is a useless category for this focus.
The propensity for life is what matters; it needs coherence for readability
and efficacy, not perfection.

In other words, the architectures that follow aim to support the ecosystems to support themselves and express ecological health to encourage
society to do so. They merge ecological services so that those services
support the ecosystem. Their operative quality comes from the synergy
between “genetic resources”, “recreation”, and “cultural” services here
not seen purely as outcomes but as operative elements in the system
(Costanza, 1997).

This is not to say that the architectural object – the building – is not
important, it is to say that it is only a tool and that there can be other
tools, for example acts, that can be as effective.

This work aims to create a virtuous cycle of feedbacks loops, enjoyable
acts that leads to an environment where emergence is framed so that it
can be enjoyed. This leading to further performances.
For this to happen, acts of care for our habitats must be more than
maintenance. They need to support the dweller’s creativity, agency, social
bonds, embodiment, and delight.

Natures as emergent
My use of natures is not Nature as an idealised either physical or mythical thing; in other words it isn’t romantic. Nor is it the rational Nature as
matter to be controlled. Nature is not the opposite of humanity, although
many human environments are not natural. Most situations will combine
nature and abstractness; some are more natural than others. Situations
with no plants in cities can be as natural as the countryside or a nature
reserve.
Once natures are seen as ecosystems that are allowed to emerge; a
nature is thus changing and unpredictable, fluid and adaptable. This
emergence is the author of the diversity and enmeshment that forms
their resilience. A situation needs agency, and – limited – disturbance, in
order to emerge towards a higher level of diversity and resilience. Once
seen as emerging natures, designing places can be seen as “creating and
shaping” change, of fostering change (Berkes & all, 2003, ch. 14).
Natures cannot be fixed. As soon as you attempt to fix them, they disappear, they die.
It is this evolution that is difficult to engage with, to conceive, as a
designer.
It could seem paradoxical to aim to design with something that cannot
be known. How can you plan or predict the result? Who is responsible?
Who designs?
How can you control in order to achieve a successful result? Wouldn’t
the result be inevitably imperfect?
There is only paradox if you conceive designing as the creation of things,
if you see architecture’s essence as that of buildings.
If, like me, you see architecture as the spatial conditions that support the
actualisation of beings in space, of the role of space in defining propensities for life to emerge, there is no such paradox. Value judgements of
what is good or bad in architecture is not on the control of the object
but on the quality of the potential created for the development of life.
Is it useful? Is it meaningful? Is it full of potential uses and meanings?
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A community of ecological designers
Throughout the thesis, the work of this practice will be precisely contextualised with the various practices where it is most relevant and meaningful; in order to help the reader locate the practice, I will here only
describe succinctly the overall landscape it belongs to.
This practice belongs to an ecological community of architects – of
buildings and landscapes – and artists described in the diagram on the
following spread. This community is not uniform in approach; there is a
balance of control and openness which varies depending on the practice.
Some, such as Cedric Price and Gilles Clement’s Garden in Movement
concept, work towards a maximum level of improvisation for the inhabitants. Others start from a top-down approach; they design the ecosystem more, although they also in practice have an inevitable degree of
improvisation, for example the permaculture approach, and, to a lesser
extent, Christopher Alexander.
This practice is between these two. It nurtures the agency through the use
of loose frameworks.
Regenerative design offers a similar balance, but this is done at the larger,
territorial, scale.

Fostering natural cultures
Many believe that it is sufficient to create nature reserves – areas that
we virtually do not touch – to save the natural world. For them, nature
is something elsewhere, somewhere we are not. In our increasingly
inhabited planet, is this sufficient when most land will be covered with
industrial agriculture and cities?
What this work aims to do is to further the development of architectures
that foster natures, gardens that let natures thrive in our lives, around
us and within us. The question is not so much how close can we be to
Nature, but how can we weave our human natures to other natures that
have different rhythms and needs? This work tries to shift our society’s
mechanistic – static, mono-cultural, segmented and objectified – ontology towards an ecological – dynamic, heterogeneous, systemic and fluid
– view of the world.
Culture can be a form of nature: it is the nature of a human influenced
ecosystem that is allowed to follow its own conativity. There have been
centuries in Europe – and elsewhere – when this weaving of human and
non-human natures was resilient and embodied in small everyday acts.
This work investigates the creation of a contemporary version of this by
focussing on the emergence of places through a dialogue with them.
We will now look at the unusual form of knowledge that designing with
natures requires.
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Location of research diagram
This diagram locates the research in relation
to the various approaches to ecological
challenges.
Horizontally is the level of control, from total
on the left to none to the right. The vertical
range is the scale of ecosystems, from the
micro at the bottom and global at the top.
The blue is sustainable development, the blue
green is biodesign; both are primarily top down
and thus to the left of the diagram.
The ecological community I belong to shows a
range between the more top-down approaches
of permaculture and Christopher Alexander,
and – in the warm green zone – the more
improvisatory (for the inhabitants) approaches
of Gilles Clement, Louis Leroy, Cedric Price,
Lacaton Vassal – in the yellow zone.
The research of this practice is in the dark red
zone, where improvisation is nurtured within
loose frameworks. It is in this area that the
design collective Assemble also is located, but
their practice deals with craft, where I deal
with gardening, and more public projects,
where I deal primarily with private land.

6 · Introduction

7 · Introduction

Researching with and within natures
My belief is that this tendency in developed countries to produce
abstractness, and kill natures is a result of the “modern” paradigm that is
used both in practice and especially in the research that these practices
base themselves on. In order to avoid this destruction of natures, a different research paradigm is required.
Because “modern” knowledge is developed by removing elements
usually found in the context, we can only apply this knowledge by
removing the same elements in practice through various forms of control
(chemicals, rules, limitations of agency...); we need to make the world
a laboratory to be able to apply “modern” knowledge developed in a
laboratory, or studio. Applying more “modern” knowledge on the world
can only lead to further destruction of natures.
When dealing with natures, we can no longer separate humans and
natures, personal ecology from social and environmental ecologies, the
rational from the subjective, design from making and inhabitation, ethics
and aesthetics, objects and behaviours. We need to deal with all these
dimensions together. We have to delve into the messiness of it all and
accept that we can neither fully describe it nor control it.

“The revolt against simplicity made the
neglected topic of complexity, or more
accurately, organised complexity (constrained
diversity), into a subject worthy of attention by
scientists – biologists, ecologists, philosophers,
humanists, culture critics, and others.
This many-levelled revolution in favour of
diversity is coming about at a time when we
know for a fact that the way we may all end up
nuked or puked.
Our long range future – if we have one – is
now utterly dependent on those in power
coming to understand the basic fact of the new
science: that the open system that destroys its
environment ultimately destroys itself.
Organised complexity is the fount of life, liberty, and novelty on the planet earth.”
Wilden (1987:309), quoted by Paul Cilliers
(1998 pp. 127)

This research therefore follows a ‘postmodern’ paradigm and methodology. This approach is recent, although by no means new, and not yet
broadly understood in the field of architecture. This is surprising as there
is an inherent affinity between design and artistic practice based methodologies and methods with such approach.
As this research methodology is new to the architectural European
academic context, which challenges current expectations, and as it still
is in a process of development, it is essential to describe approaches to
researching complexity and the methodology of research through reflective practice at some length.

“the ten characteristics of complex systems [...]

Summarising the methodology a posteriori

(i) Complex systems consist of a large number
of elements [...]

In the research through reflective practice that I have followed – as will
be explained later – the usual order of academic research is upside
down. The research focus becomes explicit towards the end and the
methods are defined as the research progresses, within a methodological
framework that is given at the beginning. The methodology and methods
iteratively adjust and evolve to follow the evolution of the practice and
its research.
What follows is a summary, written at the end, of the methodology and
methods that emerged, and their usefulness to research the subject.
This exercise is simultaneously absurd and necessary. This contradiction
expresses the challenge of researching with natures, as well as using a
through reflective practice methodology, within a “traditionally analytical” academic institutional context. When dealing with complex systems, the methodology and methods need to evolve to adapt to changing
circumstances.
We will start by looking at what kind of knowledge can be extracted
from natures, how we can conceive it, and how we can investigate, and
communicate such knowledge. We will then discuss the usefulness of a
methodology through reflective practice to unearth such knowledge.
8 · researching through practice

(ii) The elements in a complex system interact
dynamically [...]
(iii) The level of interaction is fairly rich [...]
(iv) Interactions are non-linear [...]
(v) The interactions have a fairly short range [...]
(vi) There are loops in the interconnections [...]
(vii) Complex systems are open systems [...]
(viii) Complex systems operate under conditions far from equilibrium [...]
(ix) Complex systems have histories [...]
(x) Individual elements are ignorant of the
behaviour of the whole system in which they
are embedded [...]”

Researching complexity
As natures are complex (eco)systems, we will look at how complexity
can be researched, which and how knowledge of complexity can be
investigated and disseminated.

“Modern” scientific approaches cannot research complexity
In Complexity and Postmodernism, Paul Cilliers (1998) describes how
we can research complex systems and the kind of knowledge that can
be unearthed. He demonstrates that “modern” scientific approaches are
unable to investigate complexity (Cilliers, 1998, p. 132). He states:
“The study of complex dynamic systems has uncovered a fundamental flaw in the analytical method. A complex system is not
constituted merely by the sum of its components, but also by the
intricate relationships between these components. In ‘cutting up’
a system, the analytical method destroys what it seeks to understand.” (Cilliers, 1998, p. 2).
He explains that:
“The traditional (or modern) way of confronting complexity was
to find a secure point of reference that could serve as foundation,
a passe-partout, a master key from which everything else could
be derived. Whatever that point of reference might be – a transcendental world of perfect ideas, the radically sceptic mind, the
phenomenal subject – my claim is that following such a strategy
constitutes an avoidance of complexity. The obsession to find one
essential truth blinds us to the relationary nature of complexity,
and especially to the continuous shifting of those relationships.
Any acknowledgement of complexity will have to incorporate
these shifts and changes, not as epiphenomena, but as constitutive of complex systems.”
Paul Cilliers (1998, p. 132)
In order to be able to deal with change in their environments, “the
development of the structure [of complex systems] cannot be contained
in a rigid programme that controls the behaviour of the system. The
system must be ‘plastic’.” (Cilliers, 1998, p. 12). It is thus not possible
to “control and predict complex systems, but we can “understand them
better”” (Cilliers, 1998, p. 13). It is impossible to create a procedural type
of knowledge about complex systems, and thus ways of designing with
them.
Complex systems cannot be described as a “coherent metadiscourse”
(Cilliers, 1998, p. 113), a universal and static understanding; this
knowledge of complexity is “contingent”, “dynamic”, provisional, not
“abstract” (Cilliers, 1998, p. 130).
This applies to the complexity of practice where complex and changing
situations combining social, environmental, and other emergent layers,
lead to problems that have no generic solution called “wicked problems”. These problems are “essentially unique” and are “not understood
until after the formulation of a solution” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Wicked_problem).

Paul Cilliers (1998) pp. 119-122
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“The idea of narrative knowledge that is also
scientific can now be summarised. The world
we live in is complex. This complexity is
diverse but organised, not chaotic. Descriptions
of it cannot be reduced to simple, coherent
and universally valid discourses. If we model
complexity in terms of a network, any given
narrative will form a path, or trajectory, through
the network. There area a great diversity of
such paths. The network is not only complex,
but also dynamic. As we trace various narrative
paths through it, it changes. However, all paths
are constrained by the local structure of the
network. In some places these constraints can
be fairly loose, in others they can be quite tight.
The fact that there are many narrative paths
to follow, even between two specific points,
does not imply that anything goes. All narratives are subject to some form of constraint,
and some paths are ruled out. All paths share
the characteristics of contingency and provisionality. For strategic reasons, certain parts
of the network can be closed off and fixed.
This process of ‘framing’ is a necessary part of
scientific inquiry, but the knowledge hereby
produced remains relative to that specific frame
and cannot be generalised in either a temporal
or spatial sense.”
(Cilliers, 1998, p.130)

Developing narratives from within
How can we understand complex systems better? How can we capture
this fluid, ever-changing, form of knowledge?
In order to investigate complex systems, Cilliers recommends doing so
from within a complex system. “To describe a complex system you have
[...] to repeat the system.”(Cilliers, 1998, p. 10). Knowledge needs to be:
“produced through interaction and diversity, and has become
more and more embedded within the context of the wider social
network. Science, as well, can only survive by entering the agonistics of the network.” (Cilliers, 1998, p. 130)
As there is more knowledge in complex systems than can be described at
any one point, and this knowledge is constantly dynamically changing,
one can only describe journeys through complex systems. He uses Lyotard’s concept of “narrative knowledge that is also scientific”, a knowledge composed of a multitude of “trajector[ies] through the network”
(Cilliers, 1998, p. 130).
This “postmodern knowledge” is extracted as diverse stories told with
diverse voices. (Cilliers, 1998, p. 130). The “function” of these “narratives” has a “strange temporal nature”, it:
“is not primarily to remember the past, but to re-enact past events
as present events. The meaning of the narrative lies not in the fact
that it is supported by some important piece of history, but in the
metre and rhythm of its present telling.” (Cilliers, 1998, p. 128).
In other words, the role of the narratives is to make the reader feel this
knowledge as present in order for the reader to gain a similar knowledge to that which (s)he could have gained by being inside the complex
system.

How – tightly – do you frame the research?
Cilliers points out an important aspect of researching with complex
systems.
All narratives are subject to some form of constraint, and some
paths are ruled out. All paths share the characteristics of contingency and provisionality. For strategic reasons, certain parts of the
network can be closed off and fixed. This process of ‘framing’ is
a necessary part of scientific inquiry, but the knowledge hereby
produced remains relative to that specific frame and cannot be
generalised in either a temporal or spatial sense.”
(Cilliers, 1998, p. 130)
This leads to the question of how do you frame such research and how
tightly.
I would like to propose that there is a spectrum of framing in research,
one that parallels the principle of openness that we will see in the architecture later on. This spectrum goes from the extremely tight, produced
through removing – controlling – most factors, “cutting-up” complexity,
which leads to its death. It then moves to an area where some elements
are fixed. At the other extreme, there is no framing at all.
Between the two last categories, the framing is loose and more a question of focussing on a direction than an a priori editing of factors, an
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“The pragmatics of Lyotard’s narrative knowledge:
(i) The criteria for narrative knowledge are
flexible and dynamically defined by the society
in which the narrative functions.
(ii) No specific linguistic form is privileged in
these narratives. They lend themselves to a
variety of language games.
(iii) In the ‘transmission’ of these narratives,
sender, receiver, and the subjects discussed are
all considered in a way that strengthens the
social bond.
(iv) Narratives have a strange temporal nature.
Their function is not primarily to remember
the past, but to re-enact past events as present
events. The meaning of the narrative lies not in
the fact that it is supported by some important
piece of history, but in the metre and rhythm of
its present telling.
(v) No special procedure is necessary to
‘authorise’ the narrative process. The narrator
is not isolated, but performs the function of
integrator and all those who participate can
find themselves in any of the available roles
(narrator, narratee, hero, etc.).”
Lyotard, J.F. (1984) The Postmodern Condition:
A Report on Knowledge, Manchester University
Press, Manchester, pp. 18-23) quoted by Paul
Cilliers (1998, pp. 128)

allocation of time on the purpose. This type happens in the world, where
little editing is possible. And it is here that research through reflective
practice lies.

Narratives in Action Research
Cilliers writes primarily from the viewpoint of information and communication technologies (ICT), yet other fields have used narrative knowledge to deal with the complexity of actual situations. For example Bruno
Latour’s research in scientific studies using Actor-Network Theory (2000).
The main purpose is to avoid the oversimplification of theoretical
abstraction that hides the fact that most situations are unique.
Narrative knowledge is also a main tool in Action Research, a methodology which is often used to extract the knowledge in practice, for example
in the field of education. This methodology shares much with “through
reflective practice”, and also belongs to a pragmatist paradigm. Hannu
Heikkinen & all (Heikkinen & all, 2007) have developed a useful set of
five criteria to validate narratives.
“1. Principle of historical continuity
Analysis of the history of action: how has the action evolved
historically?
Emplotment: how logically and coherently does the narrative
proceed?
2. Principle of reflexivity
Subjective adequacy: what is the researcher’s relationship with
his/her object of research like?
Ontologic and epistemologic presumptions: what are the researcher’s presumptions of knowledge and reality?
Transparency: how does the researcher describe his/her material
and methods?
3. Principle of dialectics
Dialogue: how has the researcher’s insight developed in dialogue
with others?
Polyphony: how does the report present different voices and
interpretations?
Authenticity: how authentic and genuine are the protagonists of
the narrative?
4. Principle of workability
Pragmatic quality: how well does the research succeed in creating
workable practices?
Criticality: what kind of discussion does the research provoke?
Ethics: how are ethical problems dealt with?
Empowerment: does the research make people believe in their
own capabilities and possibilities to act and thereby encourage
new practices and actions?
5. Principle of evocativeness
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“We now posses a framework for developing a
“narrative” interpretation of scientific knowledge. Instead of being denotative, external,
self-centred, logical and historically cumulative, scientific knowledge is produced through
interaction and diversity, and has become more
and more embedded within the context of the
wider social network. Science, as well, can
only survive by entering the agonistics of the
network.
The criteria for useful knowledge are no longer
denotative, but more flexible. Because it forms
part of an open system, it has to take the wider
scenario into account. It cannot depend solely
on the authority of either history, or the expert,
to legitimate it. Scientific knowledge, like the
social network, organises itself in a manner
that ensures only those narratives making a
difference – in contingent, not abstracts terms –
will be perpetuated. There is no reason to fear,
as some modernists do, that this would lead
to less, or less reliable, knowledge than would
following a conservative approach.”
(Cilliers, 1998, p.130)

Evocativeness: how well does the research narrative evoke mental
images, memories or emotions related to the theme?”

of an art gallery; the media include existing ecosystems, buildings and
landscapes ; the roles of designer / artist, inhabitant, maker, and the person experiencing the art, are not strictly divided; it is both aesthetic and
pragmatic in equal measure. In other words, it is architecture understood
as changescape, an interactive form of architecture.

(Heikkinen & all, 2007, pp. 8-9)
We will not go through all these qualities in details but it is worth highlighting some essential aspects of elements of this thesis, which may be
unusual for academics in architectural research such as the ontological
description in the reflection of Part 2, or the poetic prose quality of some
of the narratives, used to subjectively take people into the stories. Also
worth noting is the principle of workability that combines usefulness,
dialogue, ethics and empowerment.

Gibson explains that “changescapes are not products”, they are “projects
or processes, [systems,] because they are made by, through and for the
continuous dynamics that get established between themselves and their
perceivers.”
This means that the knowledge within a “changescape” is best communicated through the viewer being within its system; it is only there that
“you can get a feeling for the way the system is tending” (Gibson, 2015,
pp. 14).

Researching natures through an artistic practice
Multiple research fields have in the recent decades shifted paradigms in
order to deal with complexity such as artificial intelligence, and, more
relevantly to this research, ecology and arts practices.

The knowledge can only be fully received from within these architectures
as natures, which leads us to the challenge of transmitting this knowledge in the standard form of academic dissemination that is, primarily,
the thesis. The benefit of this exercise of transference of an experience
in book form being that of its capacity to disseminate the knowledge
beyond the architectures themselves, which are of course in specific
locations and in my case less publicly accessible.

What can artistic practices contribute to researching complexity?
How can this research in narrative knowledge occur in arts practices?
Practice-based research in the arts is an alternative “to the dominant
mode of knowledge”. Academic research has generally been dominated
by a kind of knowledge that “does not reflect the subjective interest of
any one individual”; it tells us “something objective about the world”.
The knowledge unearthed through artistic practice-based research is
“in relation to the human individual, their experience, their emotions
and their embodied relationship with the world rather than something
as abstract as the scientific concept of knowledge” (Biggs, 2012, p. 2).

In other universities, such as RMIT in Melbourne, Australia, the exhibit
and the performance of the viva are also used as dissemination media
to communicate the experience of the architecture and its process of
creation; yet for architecture this is still a representation of the experience; whereas for most other arts practices, the artwork can be experienced directly. Nonetheless, as is the case for land-art which shares this
challenge of conveying the experience of an artwork that is itself outside
the gallery, and often already gone, the physical presence of artefacts and
the embodiment of the knowledge of the practitioner in the performance
allows for other types of voices to join those printed.

All arts practices explore the complexity of the human neurological
system as they investigate human subjectivity. Some arts practices deal
specifically with the human ecosystem’s interactions with a complex
environment, an ecosystem they are within. Ross Gibson calls this type
of art “changescape”, which he describes as:
“aesthetic systems that are built purposefully to intensify our
experience and to enhance our understanding of the complex
dynamics that are at play when our natural, social, technological
and psychological domains commingle and alter each other in
this world that is full of mutability. [...] a changescape is something predominantly aesthetic rather than pragmatic. Productive
of understanding primarily, a changescape is designed to produce cognitive and sensorial wealth rather than material profit.
A changescape helps you think and feel so that you are engaged
with the flux-infused world, so that you feel informed about
the world’s maintenance and motivated by its entropy.”
(Gibson, 2015, p. 9)
Designing with, and within, natures is a specific type of “changescape”.
Although Gibson’s own practice is within the context of the gallery,
he uses an example of outsider art designed with natures to illustrate
his concept, that of a timber mill in a forest clearing in Australia that is
constantly redesigned by the owner who lives there. The projects in this
book share the qualities of this example.
This type of “changescape” as nature has a number of specific elements
that distinguish it from others. Its context is that of everyday life instead
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Inside but outside but inside but outside
Muller’s clearing was a superb aesthetic system
whose matter, method and formal arrangements illuminated the themes of the fragility,
mutability and fecundity of the world. The mill
was an exemplary changescape, therefore, a
predominantly meditative, albeit laborious
construct that was internally maintained and
always evolving in concert with a dynamic
environment that pressed in from the outside.
By dint of daily work and thoughtful, adaptive
design within the compound, and by occasional assertions and exertions (the fire-farming
and the relic-fossicking, for examples) out in
the surrounding environment, Muller produced
a complex aesthetic expression of the cohesive
energies and the disruptive instabilities that
entangled the forest, himself and his compound
cosseted in the clearing.”
(Gibson, 2015, p. 9)

The approach of narrative knowledge seems particularly relevant here,
communicating narratives through words and images to make natures
present to the reader. Most of the book you have in your hands aims to
do this, to make present both the intertwined natures of the architecture,
of the design process, and of the practice.
Gibson also adds a useful description of how this narrative knowledge
develops and can be expressed. He advises:
“we [...] need to treat all discernible patterns as momentary, contingent sets of provisional principles (albeit principles governed
by some abiding code or algorithm that is always giving rise to the
system); next we have to take these principles into the meretricious environment, so as to assay their validity and influence,
knowing that the principles will eventually fail or need adjustment. Once we sense those failures and adjustments registering in
our analytical faculties we are set apart again, organizing another
speculative batch of contingent principles which we must take
back to the system. Inside but outside but inside but outside but
inside. It is a rhythm that is restless but necessary, because the
world of lived experience is not simple, static or stable.
Not functionally objective, as Aristotelian and Cartesian
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approaches presume (and effectively require) it to be.
(Gibson, 2015, p. 201)
The research through reflective practice used here exactly follows this
process of reflecting on the past to develop principles that are then taken
back in practice, in the ecosystems, to be reflected on again.
Lets now look at how practice-based research in the arts transfers in the
field of architecture.

Research through reflective practice
in architecture
It has taken 30 years, and two shifts in research paradigms for the European architectural research communities to deal with complexity. This
process gradually integrated practiced-based methodologies originally
developed in the fine arts, into the field of architecture. The first stage,
design based research, saw the integration of design as a method to be
used in conjunction with other disciplines such as theory or history in
an academic context but detached from a professional one. It took place
in the 1990s. The second stage, research by reflective practice, uses the
practice of architecture outside of academia as a methodology.

A pragmatist paradigm
In principle, practice-based methodologies belong to a pragmatist
paradigm. Its ontology conceives “reality [as] constantly renegotiated,
debated, interpreted in light of its usefulness in new unpredictable situations”, reality is dynamic, a flow. Epistemologically, “the best method
is one which solves problems. Finding out is the means, change is the
underlying aim” (http://salmapatel.co.uk/academia/the-research-paradigm-methodology-epistemology-and-ontology-explained-in-simple-language). In other words, reality is believed to exist but is too complex to
be known; concepts and theories are tools, approximations; they are not
reality. What is truthful in this paradigm is the knowledge that proves to
be useful for the relevant community of peers (Heikkinen & all, 2007,
pp. 14-15).
Validation, in a way similar to constructivism, happens through a dialectical exchange, but this dialogue takes place both inside and outside
academia, virtually and actually, and with both human and non-human
beings.
The methodology is “mixed methods” including “design-based
research” and “action research” (http://salmapatel.co.uk/academia/
the-research-paradigm-methodology-epistemology-and-ontology-explained-in-simple-language). Researching through design is used either
as a reflective tool on the practice (diagrams, redrawing of projects…) or
as a methodology to instigate future projects. Reflective writing is also
used.
The methodology of most practice-based research will integrate, as mine
does, a broad range of methods including: the practice of their medium/
field, various reflective methods (written, drawn, diagrammed, etc.),
architectural theory, research by design, ecology and so on. They will be
“heterogeneous” in nature (Biggs, 2012, pp. 64–65).

projects. (Christopher Frayling, and later Henk Borgdoff, as mentioned in
Biggs, 2012, pp. 25–26).
We can see here an affinity between narrative knowledge and the
pragmatist paradigm, which is not surprising as a practice is a complex
system, itself located in the complex systems of its context. Both share
a conception of knowledge as dynamic, unable to describe reality in its
entirety, yet aiming to develop heuristic and useful tools. They also share
an approach that welcomes a multitude of methods, of narratives.
They will also tend to be “transdisciplinary”, bringing the knowledge
of multiple relevant fields of academia or practice together, oriented
towards a specific goal (Biggs, 2012, pp. 64–65).

Design-based research and complexity
There is much confusion in architectural academia today in the use
of the expressions research “through practice”, “through design” and
“through reflective practice”. They are understood here as through
design and through reflective practice being two different forms of practice-based research in architecture. A short history of how these various
methodologies came into being will clarify this use.
The first branch of practice-based research in architecture developed in
the 1990s as design-based research, also called research through design.
The act of designing, sketching, modelling, often associated with theoretical writing was used to investigate specific subjects / issues / questions.
As opposed to fine art where the final product of practice-based research
made in an academic studio environment is identical to one done
outside of academia, in design-based research, the physical outcomes
are not buildings or landscapes, they are representations of a possible
design. At best, you can experience an installation but these aren’t the
actual architecture because their context is different. This generally leads
to a difficulty in transferability of the knowledge between design-based
research and practice – often the results are seen, outside academia, as
disconnected from what is possible within the world’s constraints.
This methodology works similarly to other modern academic research
by starting from a research question and creating a methodology that
combines design-based methods with other academic disciplines such as
theory and history.
The limit of design-based research in architecture is that it is not able
to test the designs in the world – they are neither built nor inhabited –
which means that it is not possible to test whether the speculative proposals are operative in a social and economic setting. Simply put, they
are theoretical possibilities. The complexity of the world is simplified
and, in most cases, the work does not have the quality of changescape.
The framing of the research is too tight for researching complexity.
Architecture dealing with the social, the relational, and the ecological, such as mine, cannot be researched within this methodology. The
research needs to get out of the gallery context, which explains the
choice of a research through reflective practice methodology.

The primary method of practice based-research is to research through the
practice itself, in my case “through” the actual design and realisation of
14 · researching through practice
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Research through reflective practice
Since the early 2000s in Europe, and earlier in Australia, another
approach to practice-based research has developed in architecture,
which aims to extract, communicate and support, the knowledge
created in standard practice, the practice that leads to the actual
realisation of projects.
This approach is an architectural version of “Mode 2” knowledge
production described by Helga Nowotny & co. This transdisciplinary
research is “‘context-driven’ [...], meaning ‘research carried out in a
context of application, arising from the very work of problem solving and
not governed by the paradigms of traditional disciplines of knowledge.”
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mode_2).
This methodology, similarly to a Ph.D. by publication, starts from a body
of work that is acknowledged by peers as embodying relevant knowledge. The architect is usually chosen by being invited or by portfolio
interview.
The work is reflected on to reveal the knowledge created. As the work
is realised, it deals with multiple dimensions of practice, it is inherently
transdisciplinary. For example, inhabitation, questions of business,
finance, and public behaviour, are potentially as important as the design
itself. The knowledge produced is of a “constellation” nature (Blythe,
2016), it includes various disciplines – academic and professional – that
interact. We will look at the various types further.
These two approaches – design-based and reflective-practice – should
not be seen in opposition, they are the two ends of a practice-based
spectrum. Most architects will shift between them over time. They can be
combined; we will see how they have done so in this Ph.D..

The “constants” of practice
Although the knowledge of complexity can only be conveyed in narrative form, some useful constants can be made explicit, although these
are contingent, and provisional. They are heuristic devices that are made
explicit to help others see and develop their own.

“The media, languages, and repertoires that practitioners use to
describe reality and conduct experiments.
The appreciative systems they bring to problem setting, to the
evaluation of inquiry, and to reflective conversation.
The overarching theories by which they make sense of
phenomena.
The role frames within which they set their tasks and through
which they bound their institutional settings.”
(Schön, 2011, p. 270)
This thesis will similarly unearth through narratives the evolving constants of this gardener architect practice.

The RMIT model
This doctoral research follows the methodology by reflective practice
originated by Leon Van Schaik and Ranulph Glanville at RMIT in Melbourne in the late 80s and 90s (Schaik, 2005).
Several European universities teamed with RMIT to integrate the methodology in the EU. They formed ADAPT-r and gained funding from
the Marie Currie research fund to develop the institutional framework,
support a first wave of research fellows and further clarify the research
methodology (http://adapt-r.eu/ (accessed 7.12.17)).
As one of the fellows of the ADAPT-r programme, I experienced a process of explication of this methodology summarised at the time as a succession of 6 phases which are not generally treated independently, nor
necessarily in this order, nor is it compulsory to treat them all (Verbeke,
2017, Zupanzic & all, 2017).
• Case Studies: organising a selection of the work of the practice
along main lines of interest.
• Communities of Practice: description of the people who matter in
the practice – both those that are engaged directly in the work and
the references.

The foundation of research through reflective practice is Donald Schön’s
book The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action. The
structure of the book follows the concept of narrative knowledge. Most
of the book is composed of various narratives of practitioners at work
interspersed with reflective writing.

• Transformative Triggers: clarifying the key moments of shift in the
practice and the causes of these shifts.

Through this dialogue between narrative and reflection, he unearths a
number of similarities between practitioners in various fields. These categories express themselves differently in each practice.

• Explicating Tacit Knowledge: describing what is the essential drive
in the research which as it is pursued intuitively over time forms the
research question / focus of the practice.

The first is a process that he calls “reflection-in-action” which is:

• Explication of Methods: describing how the practice works in order
to work on the focus.

• Public Behaviour: looking at how the practice relates to the rest of
the world.

“the artful inquiry by which they sometimes deal with situations
of uncertainty, instability, and uniqueness. This is the pattern of
reflection-in-action which I have called “reflective conversation
with the situation”

The model also encourages to use other lenses that are specific to the
practice in order to reveal the knowledge present; in my case, for example, the lens of time was used, which will be looked at in Part 2.

(Schön, 2011, p. 268)

In my experience, the 6 main lenses and their presentation as a list associated with specific conferences can confuse as much as they clarify.

The second is a set of 5 – slowly changing – constants, specific to each
practitioner, that they bring to their “reflection-in-action”. These are:
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A very useful element of the ADAPT-r framework is the notion of the
research shifting between a first period of “reflecting on” the past work to
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“reflecting through” or “reflecting in” the ongoing practice and eventually be able to “reflect for” (Blythe, 2016). This process arises as the
theoretical framework crystallises and thus the concepts begin to be
used live. This is both an understanding of the purpose, and the methods
of the practice. When this happens the reflecting back and researching
forward towards an issue intertwine.
The most successful part of this model is its time-framework of biannual
conferences (PRS) at which each candidates presents and the throughreflective-practice research community that this fosters. This framework
creates a thorough process of peer review as well as an exchange of
methods.
Also worth of note is the concept of grouping case studies in narratives
that focus on a subject, which is best described by Richard Blythe in
a series of diagrams developed during the ADAPT-r program (Blythe,
2016).

The grounded theory model
It is Jo van Den Berghe who first used grounded theory, an established
research methodology in social sciences, in his Ph.D. researched
through-reflective-practice at RMIT (2012). Subsequently, Johan
Verbeke (2017) wrote a paper of which I am a case study; his research
was abruptly put to an end when he died in the summer of 2017.
Both analyse the parallels between the RMIT method and grounded
theory. The latter is a methodology developed in the social sciences in
order to reveal what in specific situations has led to success or failure.
The process starts by looking at the situation, noting what is seen and
gradually classifying this in categories – this is called “coding” (Charmaz,
2013).
Gradually these categories are collated in main categories which are
subsequently organised to create a theoretical structure that explains the
situation. As what is found is essentially discovered towards the end of
the process, it is gradually through the development of the research that
the findings are placed in context in a literature review. This is contrary
to most research methodologies which begin with the literature review.
The categories of the RMIT model can be seen as lenses focussing on
typical types of categories that most creative individuals may use.
I have found the grounded theory model more enlightening of the overall
process than the ADAPT-r conceptual framework; the latter, by naming
the categories and doing so in a certain order, reads as a recipe that you
go through which leads to completion. There is probably efficiency in its
application but it may hinder some insights.

Researching natures
We will now look at the methodology for this Ph.D. through the lenses of
the essential elements of any academic research: “methods”, “knowledge
and understanding”, “questions, issues, problems” and “answer”, “context” (“situated and embedded” “significance” “originality”), “documentation, dissemination” (Biggs, 2012, pp. 54, 86, 124, 132).
As the trajectory of the methodology is in the opposite direction to that
usually followed in academia, I will present the categories in a different
order than that generally used.
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Methods
As we have seen, in this methodology, a structure of reflective methods on the practice of the researcher was given from the start, and the
research question crystallised gradually.
Yet, looking at it retrospectively, the way these methods were applied
over time, and added to, show that through the Ph.D. the research
reflected on different objects in the practice in different ways in order to
extract different types of knowledge that together define an understanding of the research focus. Once one question was sufficiently answered,
the reflection moved to another; gradually the different types of knowledge that are essential to the understanding of the practice ecosystem are
made explicit.
In other words, the methodology and its scaffolding was a given, so was
the institutional framework – for the ADAPT-r period at least – yet within
this, the research emerged serendipitously and specifically to the practice
focus.
As the methods changed following the shifts in epistemic focus, and for
clarity, each part of the thesis will start with a methods chapter and we
will not look at this in detail here.
It is nonetheless worthwhile pointing out that a broad range of methods
have been used: literary and reflective writing, drawings of various types,
photography, lectures, analytical text... Each of these methods is one of
the narrative voices that together describe the complexity of the natures
I work with. The thesis is a polyphonic construct.

Types of knowledge
To better understand the natures of places and practice, multiple types of
knowledge are necessary.
Richard Blythe described “three orders of theory” created through
reflective practice, “venturous practice”. The first order “relates to each
specific project and the narrative framework that brings into relation
the multiple forces”. The second order is “the explanatory frameworks
that […] are drawn from a consideration of multiple projects”. The third
order, is “when each practice can be examined in relation to others and
in relation to the wider disciplinary field”. (Blythe, 2016). There is a project, practice and community scale of theories. This process of projects
feeding knowledge into a theoretical framework that then feeds into the
wider context – ecological design – of the research, is a process I have
also experienced. I call them the three dimensions of practice.
Blythe also describes the concept of the “disciplinary sphere” or “constellation realm”. This describes the fact that in a discipline such as architecture, there are multiple “slices of investigation”, “different intent”, that
coexist such as aesthetic, technical or process. As we will see in the case
of this practice, these multiple fields combine in patterns.
I feel the need to define the different types of knowledge in my research
differently. I see them as four epistemic ecologies nested and interacting with each other. The first two are a knowledge of our relation to the
world – as it is or could be – and how a work of architecture communicates, or fosters, this. The following two are knowledge of how such
architectures are brought into the world. These types are present in all
the orders of theory described by Blythe. In simpler terms, it is useful to
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separate the ontology of the practice, the constituting elements of the
architecture that supports the purpose (patterns), the design processes
and the practice processes.
We will look at each type of knowledge through the questions that this
thesis aims to answer.
What type of architecture does designing with natures produce?
What are its constitutive elements?
This is the knowledge of how and through what this architecture embodies this understanding of our position in the world.
There is a theoretical framework of what such architectures are composed of. What are the elements needed that nurture emergence? (Part 1)
What is the role of the gardener architect?
What does the gardener architect do? (Part 2)
What are natures? How do, or can, we, humans, relate to natures?
This is a knowledge of a way of understanding and being in the world,
an ontology that is present in, and investigated through, the architecture.
(Part 2)
What kind of practice can support such unusual approach today?
This is the knowledge of the type of practice that supports the creation
of such architecture, that creates the environment where the design processes are possible. (Part 2).

The choices of what is described in the thesis and the form that this takes
have been made in order to be useful to both types. This has been judged
through my own practice during the second half of the Ph.D.; I have
regularly asked myself: What is most useful to me? Which elements keep
reappearing as I work and research? What would I have benefited from
knowing when I started this process?
It may also be that there are some possible, and accidental, minor
contributions to the multiple academic disciplines that I have borrowed
from: ecology, ecological philosophy, ecological conservation, landscape
art, ecological landscape and building design, flexibility in architecture,
architectural agency, ecological gardening and horticulture, Taoist and
Zen philosophy.

Research questions, issue, problems
The understanding of what I have been researching gradually clarified
through the Ph.D.. The series were the first categories to become clear,
and so were the purpose that each had.
Being clear about the focus that linked these series took longer. Early on,
I had realised a focus towards designing with, supporting and expressing, living processes but it is only towards the end that I realised that the
specificity is in working with natures.
My architectural work investigates our – human – relationship with the
emergence of natures, other human natures, and the non-human ones
that surround us, from the scale of beings to that of landscape. The
research investigates an approach to designing with natures in order to
nurture and express their emergence.

In order to develop an understanding of how it is possible to design with
natures today, especially in a world that is primarily blind to their presence, it is essential to describe the pragmatic as well as the designs, the
design processes, and the ontology that they express. This is an essential
part of an ecological approach, ecosystems can only be understood in
relation to the ecosystems they nest within, and those that nest within
them.

Dissemination

How does this practice design with natures?

The book of the thesis will describe trajectories through the work, in a
multitude of relevant voices, to allow the reader to experience the work
and its making, as well as the constants of such architectural practice.

There is the knowledge of how a practitioner can bring these into the
world, of the design processes involved that creates projects and through
those patterns. (Part 3)

Context, audience – relevance, significance, originality
In research through reflective practice, the context and audience is
primarily that of practitioners who have a shared focus – in my case of
those interested in designing with natures, the ecological designers community, those that embrace flows, change, the emergence of systems.
Another part of the audience are the practitioners through reflective
practice in general who may be interested in how I have practised the
methodology and which methods have been chosen.
Throughout the Ph.D. a dialogue has been established with both types of
practitioners through the ADAPT-r community at the PRS conferences as
well as other events.
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An essential element of any research is that it is communicated in such a
way that the knowledge is made explicit to others, that it can be shared
both within the field and outside.
In my case this dissemination is primarily made through the book of this
thesis that brings together the multitude of methods grouped under the
different sets of questions to be answered seen above.

During the Ph.D., many conference presentations were made with a
combination of performance within exhibits to communicate the findings
as they developed for peer review. For the public defence, this combination will be used to convey the summary of the findings.
As I teach, I also transmit the methods and principles to students.

Conclusion
I originally decided to focus on the through-reflective-practice methodology in order to test the projects through their inhabitation, as well as
serendipitous succession of events. This conviction was an intuition as it
was not clear yet what precisely was being tested.
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Serendipitously, researching this within the ADAPT-r methodology, its
institutional framework and community, has proven to be the most useful
for the subject. The methodology, and pragmatist paradigm it belongs to,
have an inherent affinity to dealing with the complexity of ecosystems.
This research could only have been pursued through this type of methodology; the emergence of complex ecosystems cannot be modelled
and thus investigated purely with research through design. You have to
act within natures, and reflecting on it as you go along. It is only through
actions in the world that designing with emergent natures can be investigated with in its complex form. You have to actually be inside, and outside, in and out, in and out. You practice, then explicate concepts, then
bring them back in the world, and reflect again. The narratives convey
this process; they themselves go in and out, in and out.
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The meshwork of the thesis
As we have seen, the different questions to be investigated through
the work in relation to designing with emergent natures have been
researched in succession. This leads to the plan of the thesis being
structured around different concepts whilst being simultaneously, mostly,
chronological. This chronological nature should not lead to being
mistaken for a report.
This connection between knowledge and time is symptomatic of the
research model. As we are both object of study and researcher, and the
research progresses in the practice in parallel to the reflection, the object
and our understanding constantly change.
There is a natural tendency in the emergence of the research for a
clustering, during a period of time, of specific objects, methods, and
a type of knowledge relevant to the subject, until those questions are
sufficiently resolved to lead to the next question(s). This is not to say that
this type of knowledge is not present in the next case studies, all, or at
least most, are present in all, but it is not to the fore.
The benefit of maintaining the order of the parts, beyond that of expressing the process for the benefit of future researchers, is to take the reader
through the same cognitive evolution, to make the stages of the cognitive
paradigm shift towards ecology and complexity present to the reader.

Narrative felt
As we have discussed, postmodern knowledge requires a different form
of communication. Throughout the Ph.D., I have used a narrative form
that enmeshes images and objects, literary narrations and a reflective
voice, one coming to the fore, then another, following the propensity line
of the research. They express the in-out-in-out movement described by
Gibson, which is specific to practice and, which is necessary to convey the dynamic of the process as well as the contingent nature of this
knowledge.
Judgement is made in terms of sense making, of bringing to life the way
the practice works by following some of the lines of development – there
are many more, but the others are not relevant to this thesis. Judgement
is both artistic and rational; the intuitive skills are used to create a text
that the reader can empathise with; the rational focusses on intellectual
coherence.
Throughout, rigour is maintained through what is best described as
honesty. This applies to both the emotional honesty of the poetic writing
and artefacts and the rational honesty of the reflective text. The capacity
to touch the reader, to make present to the reader, through an artefact or
text, justly and with honesty, is the specific skill that artists and designers
can bring to research.
The woven narratives have been tested through concentric circles of
validation, through dialogue with the supervisors, the supervisory team,
the research community of the department, peers – researchers through
reflective practice – at the biannual PRS, as well as other conferences
and events.
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The first draft of the thesis (2016) attempted to split the narratives and
reflective elements in separate documents – a structure of nine booklets
– in order to bring the reflective elements closer to standard academic
text. This proved unsuccessful; it is necessary to include reflective elements in the narratives for them to make sense, as practice itself weaves
micro-moments of reflection within moments of intuition. Concepts
are used for their usefulness at a certain point in time, not as a
universal truth.
Similarly, the original reflective booklets needed to expand exponentially
in order to gain coherence. Once divided, you have to deal with them as
modern knowledge and the sense of their purpose, and the complexity of
situations is lost.
This led to substantial repetitions and thus a two-thirds longer text.
As it became clear that the narratives followed specific concepts or questions, this version of the thesis has merged the two types back together
– poetic prose and reflective – in narratives woven around a concept.
These support the extraction of constants that are contextualised in the
reflective chapters.
Some repetitions are still present; those left are necessary in order for
the narratives in question to most effectively transfer new knowledge.
Narratives have their own coherence, they need a number of elements
in order for the reader’s experience to emerge. This is very different to
modern knowledge where each concept is treated as an object, extracted
from the complexity of relations, and neatly organised in distinct boxes
connected mechanically in fixed relations; with “modern knowledge”
repetition can be avoided. As we have explained, the knowledge of
complex systems is in the dynamic network, the knowledge is both in
the relations and the objects and this knowledge changes. If you remove
an element from a narration, the relations are broken and the knowledge
disappears.
It is also worth pointing out that the decision to keep the multiplicity
of concepts used is essential to convey how this practice works. The
array of references may seem bewildering at times, yet without them the
narratives do not make sense. Practice is complex, natures are complex,
weeding the text so that it becomes simple enough to understand every
single element in one reading seems to me symptomatic of the modern
knowledge tendency to ironing out complexity, the over dominance of
which this research is questioning. It is exactly the same as an overly
weeded gardens where weed-killer is used abundantly; it is deadly
perfect, with everything in its fixed place, and unable to represent the
complexity of living systems.
In other words, in a way similar to how I deal meadows – as we will see
later – the seemingly messy and chaotic nature of places and practice
are retained, yet given coherence through the combination of a rigorous
meshwork and a sense of purpose for each narrative weave.
Together, these form a narrative felt. Felt is meant in three ways. Firstly
similarly to a piece of fabric made of intertwined – fibre like – smaller
narratives to form a felt-like material. Felt is also meant in the sense of
feeling and of touching, of affording emotions and physicality to the
reader, as well as rationality.
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The plan of the thesis
As I have already described the different questions that will be investigated, I will briefly summarise where they are investigated.
After the prologue and this conclusion, the thesis is composed of three
parts, a set of principles and a lexicon.
In the first part, through defining the three main series in my past work
the research focus is revealed alongside with the repertoire of open patterns that forms the architectures and how this repertoire develops.
The second part is the middle of the Ph.D., it looks at three types of
knowledge through the lens of time. The first is what the gardener
architect does, which is clarified through an analysis of how the patterns
work. This reveals the second: the gardener architect’s understanding of
the world. The third is what kind of practice supports the creation of such
architecture.
In Part 3, the focus moves on the design processes that are used. It is
investigated through three case studies, one for each type of work – a
landscape, a building, and a building that is a landscape – in order to
compare the different fields. It answers a number of questions:
• What is design for the gardener architect?
• Who does the design?
• When does design happen?

The parts
Each part is composed of a method chapter, two to three chapters of
narratives and a reflection.

Methods chapters
As each part deals with a different type of knowledge, it needs different
methods. These are described in the first chapter that introduces each
part. These methods are described in detail for three reasons. The first
is to introduce this new angle of enquiry on the practice; the second
is to help others understand the methods’ usefulness to investigate the
questions at hand; the third is to show to future researchers through
reflective practice how this research evolves dynamically through the
Ph.D. process.

Narratives chapters
Each of the body chapters of a part are composed of multiple narratives
that combine descriptions of the development of work and reflections.
Each narrative, although dealing with this layered complexity, focusses
on a dominant theme that the story reveals, which is relevant to the
questions that the part aims to answer. Nonetheless, the other layers are
indicated, touched on, in order to support the discourse of other parts
and show the interaction of the various types of knowledge in practice.
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Reflection chapters
Each part ends with a reflection that summarises the insights found in the
practice and contextualises them in the context of other practices and
theories. It is worth pointing out that although there are echoes between
the three reflections, they discuss different types of knowledge (ie they
answer different questions).

Principles of the gardener architect
The role of the conclusion in this thesis is different to that of a standard Ph.D.. As we have seen earlier, the types of knowledge of complex
systems is composed of clusters in dynamic relation with each other, it
forms a constellation. The knowledge of complex systems can only be
experienced through the narratives themselves, or direct experience.
The only elements that can be extracted are contingent and dynamically
evolving constants.
What will be defined is thus very different to the rigid and perfect structures of modern knowledge with each epistemic ecosystem in a fixed set
of relation with the others.
As this thesis aims to help practitioners to design with natures live, it is
written as a guide that contains the essential seven principles that are
useful as you practice. The aim is to be as useful for a practitioner as
possible, and thus it is condensed to its essentials.
The principles are what is similar between the design of different forms
of emergence – life in the architecture, the practice, the design of a project. The aim is to abstract principles of working with emergent natures
that are more generic and thus usable to others who may be in different
fields.
For those who wish more information on each, the detail for each type of
knowledge can be found in the parts.
This is appropriate for a type of knowledge that is dynamic and contingent. The hierarchy of principles changes; they are present in each project but their order varies depending on place and moment in time.
The principles themselves have evolved, and will continue adapting.
They are specific to my practice, today. This is nonetheless useful to
others as it is likely that those who have a similar purpose, will share, or
benefit from, some of the tools. It will also help them see more quickly
the specificity of their own approaches through the similarities, and –
usually subtle – differences. We will see throughout this thesis, how a
subtle contextualisation of a practice with its references supports the
development of its research.

Lexicon
A lexicon can be found after the conclusion, it clarifies my use of a number of words as well as defines concepts that are specific to my practice.
It corresponds to one of the constant types – language – that Donald
Schön has defined.
We will start by looking at what the architecture is, what it is made of,
and the research focus that this reveals.

26 · The meshwork of the thesis

Methods 1 – narratives & drawings
The methods chapters such as this one that begin each part are reflections a posteriori. It was not clear to me at the time what will be the succession of methods used throughout. I chose a few, and later another set,
as the situation evolved, as it inevitably does; the case studies, especially
those happening during the Ph.D., are actual projects that have their own
agency.
This first set investigates the knowledge of what the architecture is composed of and what it aims towards. It is composed of narratives, diagrams, thermal plans and sections, and a drawn repertoire of patterns.

Methods used in first half of Ph.D.
Past and current work has been reflected on using the following lenses
which were presented at each of the biannual Practice Research Symposiums (PRS) as well as other events. These regular events form the framework of the reflection. In parallel to this, projects have been developing
in an unexpected way.
This first phase of the process achieved the extraction of three series
of works that became the object of study. From these was extracted a
central fascination that is present in all of them as well as a common
repertoire of tools.

Narratives
It seemed to me from the start that the various recommended lenses
described in the previous chapter were best treated in combination with
a sense of time in order to show the interaction between them. This
seemed to be best done either through narratives or through time-lines
linking various dimensions of the practice. I was particularly impressed
by the narratives of the Belgium Painter Lucas de Vriendt and the timeline of Tom Holbrook (Blythe, 2016) that linked the development of their
Lea Valley master-plan with the economic downturn and the consequent
changes in lobbying bodies that ensued. I saw these at presentations
during the PRS conferences. The first method I used were narratives. The
later will be looked at in Part 2.
I used narratives in most of the PRS presentations. These narratives join
the development of projects with elements of personal history, education, references, individuals, and teaching, along each theme. They join
the development of my “spatial intelligence” (Schaik, 2008) with that of
projects, showing the way these dimensions of the practice interact. The
evolving self influencing projects, and projects influencing the self.
This was developed and shown through the presentation software Prezi
which is an infinite virtual sheet of paper on which I arranged photos,
drawings and text along the four thematic lines. The drawing overall is a
large time-line going from left to right. During the presentation the view
moves and zooms in and out along the lines, chronologically, as I tell the
story of each series.
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The prezi presentation board of PRS2.
PRS1 is bottom left part of the image.
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Evolution of narratives through PRS presentations
These narratives were performed at 3 PRS presentations and one other
event. Through the combined effect of drawing the narratives out of
the practice and this process of peer review, my understanding of the
practice developed and shifted.
Originally, in PRS1, the narratives followed usual fields of the designed
environment: landscape design, environmental design, flexibility,
property development, design process. In PRS2, which focussed on one
project shared by all lines of interest defined in PRS1, it was analysed
through a survey of the sketchbooks that I have with me at all times.
More lines appeared and I realised that the multiple lines of interest
coexist in patterns. Shortly after PRS 3, these confused sets of lines
clarified into two types. The first divides the relevant body of work into
three series, each with its own focus and media:
• Open Vernacular (building)
• Landscape Gestures (landscape)
• Ruinations (combination of building and landscape)
The second is a common repertoire structure that applies to both grown
and built architectures.

Ecological shift
Another key finding in PRS1, confirmed by PRS2, was that my practice
shifted; I loosened my control on projects from 2008, about 7-8 years
after starting my practice in earnest. And this happened when we bought
our second home in France – the Farm – and started gardening the landscape in an improvisatory way. My references changed quite dramatically around then.
Soon after, through an (over)reaction to a qualification of my work as
romantic I defined it as ecological – in the sense of Guattari’s concept of
Ecosophy which broadens ecology beyond environmental sustainability with two other dimensions: mental and societal ecologies (Guattari,
2008). He points out that true ecology is heterogeneous which is in
contrast to sustainable architectures’ tendencies of inventing perfect and
simplistic utopian looped systems that would replace current society.

Above:
The prezi presentation board of PRS3.

Research focus

The circle towards the top shows the closest
references, the gardener architects.

By analysing the words in my sketchbooks, I discovered that there
was from the start a position of working to maintain and enhance the
immediacy of the existing building with the surrounding landscape. This
is meant in the sense of the way the existing buildings and the life in this
place are in direct contact with the landscape. There was a defined aim
of highlighting this immediacy with what was being changed and added.
I intuited that this might be what drives the practice: a desire to be part of
this landscape understood in terms of being close to its climate, engaged
with its ecological processes, both shaping and being shaped by it.

The diagram at the bottom is the first attempt to
classify the physical and non-physical elements
of the repertoire.
The text to the right is a first summary of the
drive. It reads: “designing for, with, and to
express, what is to come”.
The text to the bottom right indicates for the
first time the two categories of patterns:

This led to a definition of the research focus as “designing spatial and
environmental conditions to support and express the unpredictable
behaviour of people and plants”. It will take much more time to be confident that this was indeed the focus of the research. It is narrower than the
question that was finalised, which includes acts as well as settings, and
which looks at ecosystems as well as specimens.
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– biotopes / open patterns
– rituals / modes de vies / regimes of care
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Drawings
The communities of practice diagram
In parallel to the narratives, I also made a communities of practice
diagram. This shows all the key individuals according to my proximity to
them – from close friends in the centre to people I have not met on the
edges – arranged according to families which match the themes that I
had defined in PRS1 (colour fields). Another grouping is that of “real life”
communities such as the University of Westminster where I teach and
The Bartlett where I studied.
On one hand it is useful as it confirms the themes and shows clouds of
similar practitioners working on these themes across the world and at
different periods of time.
On the other hand, it has the limitation of not including time compared
with the narratives. It is a snapshot of everyone who matters today, or has
mattered in a way that is still relevant today. It does not show the points
at which these groups changed within each series, around 2008, and
how I distanced myself from some, more or less consciously. In other
words, it does not convey the dynamism of communities of practice;
whereas the narrative prezi diagrams show how some individuals, or
their architectures or artefacts, congregate around my projects, some
reappearing regularly, others not. Most projects will have specific references that have not been regularly important over time, whereas those
shown here are regular occurrences.

The communities of practice diagram
The various individuals in my communities
are organised around their proximity to me.
The closest in the centre, moving to friends,
acquaintances, people I have met a few times,
and lastly those I haven’t, some because they
are dead.
The colours group these individuals around the
main themes of the practice.
•
•
•
•

Red is comfort
Green is wild gardening (ecological)
Yellow is free space (agency, flexibility)
Blue is the entrepreneurial.

The dotted bean shapes represent existing communities such as universities.
One of the striking elements is the density of
people who are very close or have not been
met; this shows a relatively private form of
practice.
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Series family tree
Eventually, around the time of PRS 4, the themes were reshaped again
through the drawing of the series family tree. These were inspired by the
family tree that Paul Nash did of his practice (Nash, 2007, p. 24-25). It is
at this point that I understood them as series of works each corresponding to a fascination field and a medium, a type of project.
They are shown on opposite page and are composed of:
• Houses: Open Vernacular
• Landscape art: Landscape Gestures
• The relation between plants and buildings: Ruinations
We will see what they are composed of in the following chapters.

Micro-climate plans
During this entire period, I also redrew some of the plans of the houses
in order to reveal to myself and communicate the environmental concerns that were essential to the design development. These first showed
the different temperatures between rooms at different times of the year
and day. It was not successful as it created a large number of versions for
each plan and thus was not efficient at communicating.
The second attempt showed the minimum aimed temperature which
communicated faster and more clearly; many of the plans in this thesis
are made using this technique.
From the middle of the Ph.D., I understood that there were different types
of space – the main two were those that were stable – well insulated –
called “conservative” (Banham, 1984), and those that were dynamic and
followed more closely climatic variations. They became a new form of
massing drawings according to the level of dynamism, of connection, to
external conditions.
Interestingly, the landscape at the farm was also drawn in this way by
representing the range of biotopes according to levels of damp (from
yellow to deep blue green) and shade (woodland is represented).
The micro-climate plan is the key drawing used to work with the setting
tools as it conveys spatial and environmental conditions simultaneously.
I now sketch those in a different way with a colour for “conservative
spaces” (such as orange) and a gradient for the dynamic spaces (from red
to green), the exterior being blue. This expresses a type of environmental
condition, not an actual temperature.

Series family tree
Top three are the Scottish, English and French
branch of the Open Vernacular series.

Two examples of micro-climate plans

Second from bottom is the Ruinations series.

Sketch version to investigate potential
typologies for the future.

CAD version used to analyses case studies.

Bottom is the Landscape Gestures.
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Thermal activity drawings
With one my previous student Geoffrey Fung, we also produced a
number of activity drawings, plans and sections. We had been using this
drawing type with our students starting from the sectional perspective of
Atelier Bow Wow. In this Ph.D., they were combined with the expression
of the thermal quality of the building fabric. Colouring the section with
a range of hues similar to watercolour drawings of the late 19th century
and early 20th century. The aim is to convey the level of thermal mass
and insulation, and the openable elements which together define the
environmental aesthetic in relation to the type of activities.
This type of drawing has the same role as the micro-climate plan for
massing at the scale of the building fabric.

Thermal activity drawings of the Hall and
Alcoves project
Below section, facing plan.
The colours represent the thermal qualities
of the materials – dark grey for the thermal
mass of concrete, dark brown for the medium
thermal mass of solid wood, sienna for the
insulation.
(Fung, G. for Eric Guibert Ltd, 2015)
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Repertoire of patterns drawings
At PRS3 my panel pointed out that I was starting to define a practice
lexicon (Tadeja Zupancic ) or repertoire (Jo Van Den Berghe), these being
one of the four “constants” of a practitioner that Donald Schön defined
in The Reflective Practioner (1994).
I decided to draw this repertoire on A3 sheets as a graphic schedule of
the various types of elements and their equivalent in each of the themes.
Although the definition of the themes into series have since changed
the repartition, the categories of tools – then called open patterns and
regimes of care – now called setting and nurturing – are essentially the
same.
I made this at a similar time as the series tree diagram mentioned above.
Both of these use handsketches and watercolour. We will discuss the
method of intuitive diagrams in depth later, but it is worthwhile pointing out here that they are the first of many which have been key to the
development of the research. These types of diagrams, although they use
a language at times similar to the exact sciences, do not have an exact
numerical veracity, although they are close to facts. They convey an
intuition, a feeling, based on experience, a knowledge that often has not
become conscious yet; that is in the process of explication through the
act of drawing.
I already used such diagrams done very quickly in my sketchbooks, usually on the go. What has dramatically changed in this Ph.D. is that I give
them time and see them as essential elements of value. This shift would
not have happened without the fellowship that started around that time.
Repertoire of patterns drawings
(facing and following spreads)
It is a schedule of diagrams structuring the
patterns found in the practice. The columns
are series – which were differently categorised
then. The rows organise similar patterns in each
series – such as framing or the use of varied
micro-climates.
This was the key tool that helped to define the
repertoire and structure it under the setting and
nurturing types as well as the sub categories.
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Concluding thoughts
As the above may give a sense that there was a clear method, with set
exercises, from the start, it is essential to point out that, in the serendipitous way that is typical of me, these decisions were made intuitively
and tactically, following hunches, a drawing I had done in the past,
a presentation I had seen at a PRS. In other words, there was no
set-in-stone strategy, only a sense of overall direction, which guided
the choice of explorations to deepen the topics as they emerged.

Original research direction
This is the summary of the original Ph.D.
proposal – in italic – to which has been added
a clarification – not in italic.

Also typical is the range of tools used. There is a “Jack of all trades,
master of none” quality to how I work. I am almost incapable of focussing sufficiently on any specific tool in order to reach perfection in its
application. As soon as I get the needed information from the tool, and
that I have another element to find which requires another one, I move
on. The tool is thus used for its effectiveness and I don’t waste time
perfecting it. It is used as a heuristic tool. This is essential to efficacy.

“This Ph.D. project intends to explore through
the design and realisation of projects, in the
context of a literature study that consists of
reference projects by other architects and landscape designers, and reading, how a gardener’s
conception of space as micro-climates in which
plants, and people (or vice versa), might thrive,
has been subconsciously transferred to the discipline of architecture in the past projects of my
practice as well as how it could be further and
more rigorously applied in future ones.

The combination of these tools, and the dialogue that they fostered at
the PRS as well as with other communities, led to the understanding that
the practice is best described through three series of work, that all these
series use a similar framework of patterns, and that they share the same
focus towards nurturing and expressing ecological processes and
diversity. This will later lead to an understanding of the research being
part of an ecological architecture research community. This is a shift
in understanding from the original research project (described in the
Ph.D. proposal on the right). The original focus on the relationship
between two fields, two media, in my practice, has become a focus
on the shared purpose.

Another aspect of the “spatial intelligence”
(van Schaik, 2008) of the gardener is the
approach to the design process, which happens
through iteration in reality, over time. A scheme
is designed, then planted, life behaves in a certain way from which knowledge is produced,
the design is adapted accordingly, and the process starts again. This differs to the usual iteration of the designer which happens through a
medium such as drawings, or models, or the
construction site.

The following three chapters of this first part will summarise what was
found. Each chapter focusses on a combination of one of the series in
relation to the main category of patterns it uses. Other series are also
mentioned in relation to the same tool, showing that all series use both
the setting and nurturing categories but with different proportions.
Depending on the series, the balance between the gardener and the
architect modes vary, but they are always both present.

[A gardener works within the inhabitation of
the artefact whilst a designer generally iterates
prior to it, either before or during construction.
In other words, the iterations of the gardener
happen in dialogue with the agency of inhabitation.
In a garden, there is no doubt that the artefact
is a combination of the framework and the life
within, at least that of the plants. The choice of
medium is linked to the area of focus or defines
the area of focus. Plans and sections, for example, focus on spatial relationships, there can be
an analysis of movement but they do not test
ecological relationships in practice, although
they of course can represent diagrammatically
a hypothesis based on the – usually implicit –
experience of the designer.]
The gardener’s iterations are inherently holistic
and transdisciplinary. A gardener needs to
define the environmental conditions, understand ecological relations between plants,
animals – including humans – and the weather,
the process of succession, as well as create an
aesthetic effect.
Keywords. Architecture, garden, environmental
design, affordance, rhythm.”
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Setting 1: Open Vernacular
A fascination for creating open situations
with the existing
The Open Vernacular series is using the medium of private houses to
investigate the creation of open situations, environments which as
John Cage may have said define a high level of “indeterminacy”
within a “structure” (Branden, 2016). This indeterminacy applies to
the inhabitants of these buildings in the way they can engage with the
place, the landscape, the climate and others.
As we will see, this indeterminacy applies both to the physical practice
of the space – its use – as it does for how it is understood. In other words,
the typologies are used to allow physical and imaginary life to emerge.
This series of projects will be used to describe one category of my
repertoire of Open Patterns, Setting Patterns.

An open pattern language
The narratives revealed a repertoire of tools that I call Open Patterns;
which has been growing over time from project to project and from
a phase of a project to another, in dialogue with the practice overall.
There is no space in this document to include the stories told in the
PRS presentations in their entirety. Some sections are used in this chapter
and the following two, to describe the repertoire of open patterns.
It is understood as an evolving form of mental toolbox from which elements are used, each time transformed by the situation and thus forming
a new tool which can be used as reference the next time round. This
repertoire also includes references from other practitioners and theorists,
some will be mentioned when they inspired patterns that are specific to
me. Their patterns, as much as my own, are transformed in the process
of applying them. There is a process of hybridisation, of cross-breeding
of multiple patterns into one with a process of adaptation to the circumstances of the project.
This repertoire can be best described as to-be-mades, as tools that
come into being as they are inhabited. They are composed of physical
elements that compose Settings to be performed by the dwellers, and
Nurturing acts, that support, and are performed by, the dwellers. There
is an interaction between Setting and Nurturing patterns that will be
analysed later. By to-be-mades I mean that the pattern, whether object or
ritual, is not the architecture. They are instruments and choreographies
to be performed. The architecture is the performance. This is the reverse
to Marcel Duchamp’s “ready-mades”. He picked an existing industrial
object and redefined it as a ready-made work of art. I influence what will
happen as a work of art through the design of patterns. The ready-made
is a pre-existing object, the to-be-made is a future performance. And with
this temporal difference lies the difference in control. Duchamp could
control the result by choosing, I cannot.
Two Houses around a Loggia
In winter

I am using the word pattern following Christopher Alexander’s concept of
“Pattern Language” (Alexander, 1978, 1980).

(2009-2014)
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Above: Christopher Alexander’s alcoves
diagram from his book A Pattern Language
(Alexander, 1977)
Below: The set of CAD modules used to design
the Hall and Alcoves project.

He describes patterns as elements that combine “physical and social
relationships” (Alexander, 1978, p. xi). It is a typology with spatial and
climatic qualities to which a certain type of human behaviour is associated. A building is an assemblage of various patterns that are connected
with each other.

give this impression. My patterns increasingly aim to openness, to widen
potential use through both abundance of space, technology, ambivalence
and polysemy.
I also have a stronger drive towards a degree of formality. The patterns
are generally shaped so that the building can be – just about – read as
a form.

Pattern languages “will not become alive, unless they are made by all
the people in society, and unless these people share a common pattern
language, within which to make these buildings, and unless this common pattern language is alive itself.” (Alexander, 1978, p. x).
For Alexander, there is no universal pattern language; each area has its
own, and each person has their own version.
His books can sometimes be perceived as a definitive and deterministic
encyclopaedia of patterns, yet he is specific in the text that, when using
one of the patterns listed, you should “judge it for yourself, and modify it,
without losing the essence that is central to it” (Alexander, 1978, p. xi).
“Each pattern [can be used] […] a million times over, without ever doing
it the same way twice”(Alexander, 1978, p. x). And indeed the patterns
are described in “a very general and abstract way – so that you can solve
the problem for yourself, in your own way, by adapting it to your preferences, and the local conditions at the place where you are making it.”
(Alexander, 1978, p. xiii).

Chateau de Chamborg (1519–1547)
(Du Cerceau 1576)

He even encourages you to find new patterns and “to treat the pattern
with a certain amount of disrespect”(Alexander, 1978, p. xiv). This he
mentions for those patterns he is less definite about, but I feel this freedom of interpretation should be generalised to all, and this point may be
one area where I feel a subtle yet clear difference from him.
His definition of poetry in a building is similar to that of language in a
poem: “it is possible to put patterns together in such a way that many
patterns overlap in the same physical space : the building is very dense;
it has many meanings captured in a small space; and through this
density, it becomes profound. In a poem, this kind of density, creates
illumination”(Alexander, 1978, p. xli). He encourages the merging of patterns, that they “exist in the same place; they are identified; yet there is
a compression of the two, which requires less place, and which is more
profound than in a place where they are merely side by side” (Alexander,
1978, p. xliii).

I see these differences as differences of degree, linked to a combination
of my character and contemporary culture. Yet there is one difference
that expands on the framework, I add another category to his patterns of
built form, that of Nurturing acts – open rituals and tweaks. These also
define the architecture and they also are patterns of behaviour that can
themselves be used each time differently, and which need to be understood as a group. They also are capable of poetry when they layer and
connect.
Lucien Kroll also favours a fragmentary way of designing in order to
engage with life and adapt to change. He criticises the fact that “still
today we build as monolith […] rarely in movement and in fragments”
(Kroll and Kroll, 2012, p. 16, author translation). That most of our
architectures “are not conceived for their continuous renewal, they
are destined to become slum from the day after their completion. They
rarely cope with aging”(Kroll and Kroll, 2012, p. 16). Kroll points out
the importance of the fragmentary in an “organic architecture”(Kroll and
Kroll, 2012, p. 15).
A system of pattern is inherently adapted to improvisation and thus to
the agency of life, whereas a complete composition allows little (Smith,
1997, ch.2).

Setting and nurturing patterns

Palladio, Villa Capra “La Rotonda” (designed
1565 – 67) (Palladio, 1570)

The repertoire is structured around two main categories: Setting and
Nurturing Patterns. A setting is an arrangement of physical elements:
spatial instruments, props (furniture, tools, vehicles…), actors (inhabitants), and resources (energy, material, money…). Together, they create
a disposition with a “propensity” towards a certain type of ecology; we
will look at this in detail in Reflection 1.
In the Open Vernacular series, it is the settings that are used primarily although the acts are nonetheless present – implicitly – as we will
explain in the following chapter. The main setting patterns type used is
Spatial Instruments, and the Resources of the landscape: the climate
and trees.

I see my work as building on Alexander’s research. The basic principle
is the same yet there are some notable differences which change the
perception of the type of architecture that results. Although you could say
that these are the specificity of my pattern language, I also see this specificity as opening the language to a broader audience, to broader use, as
well as adjusting it to contemporary conditions.

I will describe the development of some of these patterns, starting with
the larger – medium scale – followed by the small-scale patterns.

When reading his books, there is a sense of conservatism, of reaction
against technology which is probably a consequence of the cultural
context of the late 60s and 70s when this research was conducted
(Alexander, 1977, 1979). My use of patterns embraces both the past and
contemporary technology; I strive to be in the present.

Spatial instruments – medium scale

There is also a sense of determinism. Even though the patterns are
indeed described loosely, you have the sense of an almost functional
understanding of use underneath. This is clearest when looking at homes
where the typical household is understood as parents plus approximately
two children. It is probably not what was intended but the book does

Architecture – buildings and gardens – is understood here primarily as
performed biotopes, “areas of uniform environmental conditions providing a living space for a specific assemblage of plants and animals”
(“Biotope”, 2016). A room is a biotope, a field is a biotope. My focus is
specifically on the relationship between the Spatial Instrument and the
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In the earlier part of my practice, the main focus has been on the design
of biotopes for humans – Open Vernacular – or for plants and ecosystems
– Ruinations.

Aldo van Eyck, “Four Tower House” (1958)
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Palladio, Villa Capra “La Rotonda”
(designed 1565 – 67)

activities of people, plants and other living beings. The design of these
instruments aims to define a broad range of spaces with various degrees
of shelter, closeness and retreat from external conditions, from climate,
as well as the nature of humans and non-humans, degrees of sharing.
The diversity of environmental conditions and the openness of each
pattern allows the diversity of activities. The propensity of these architectures is created by both the arrangement and openness.

ture provides a diverse range of elements with different qualities that
are provided with little hierarchy and with various options of access.
This is the case of vernacular architecture and a number of projects
by Sanaa or Bow Wow. (Manolopoulou, p. 163-164) The arts and
crafts movement also shows many examples of this. This generally
leads to an architecture of rooms. It functions around heterogeneity
/ diversity and quality. The disposition of the elements, their arrangement or configuration is also important.

They aim to provide an environment that fosters an increase in diversity
of behaviours and complexity of relations, and therefore of resilience.

A project like the farm (designed in 2008) uses universal flexibility, as
well as polycentrism and ambivalence. On one hand there are a number
of rooms with different qualities that are organised as two houses. On
the other, they embrace a space – the loggia – that uses both slack space
and the technical flexibility of the full-width sectional glazed door. This
scheme is in part an exercise in universal flexibility and in part ambivalent and polycentric (Manolopoulou, 2013). Universal flexibility has
been integrated in a pattern.

The specificity of my approach in this part of the repertoire is both in the
way I combine three dimensions in our patterns and within each layer.
I will start by briefly looking at each layer individually before looking at
the combination.

Villages for communities of individuals
There are multiple ways of providing through the affordance of a building an openness in use, which I like to define as its usefullness. I use the
word usefulness in the meaning of a positive affordance, ie where what
the building affords is designed for positive outcomes. This is similar to
Vitruvius’ sense of utilitas, which in my translation of The Ten Books on
Architecture is translated as “convenience” but has also been translated
as “commodity”. Utilitas is “when the arrangement of the apartments
is faultless and presents no hindrance to use, and when each class of
building is assigned to its suitable and appropriate exposure” (Vitruvius,
1998, p. 17). It is different from the word functional in the way that
there are no exact functions defined, it is a range of functions that are
likely to happen in such location. A useful tool is one that can be used
in several beneficial ways. There is in Vitruvius’ definition already the
sense that utility is a combination of space – “arrangement of apartments” – and environmental condition – “assigned to its suitable and
appropriate exposure”. I would like to point out here that, to me, there is
no clear division between durability, utility and beauty (firmitas, utilitas,
venustas); the “durability” of a structure is a key factor of its utility, the
aesthetic is in large part defined by the utility, beauty ensures durability
and durability defines the aesthetic. The three layers are enmeshed.

These projects create a situation where individuality and communal life
are encouraged. Individuality is fostered by providing private spaces
whilst communal life cannot be avoided as you have to move through
the shared spaces.
We had first tested this in one of our very first projects – Courtyard
House (designed in 2003 built in 2005) – where the living space is
defined like a square between houses that form the more private parts of
the house.
The most similar project may be Ryue Nishizawa’s Moriyama House
(built in 2005) (Chermayeff 2007). There, the communal spaces are external which probably allows for a higher level of independence for each
user. The liminal space being outdoors isn’t fully usable all year round to
live in although it still provides circulation, aspect and space for garden
activities in winter.

2.

Universal flexibility: this is the mechanistic form of flexibility which
is best represented today in the work of Lacaton Vassal. In this
case flexibility is provided by an abundance of space that can be
redefined (slack space) and / or technical elements (such as sliding
doors). Cedric Price’s Fun Palace, 1963, (Mathews, 2007, p. 67)
is an extreme example of this. The building functions as a system,
a large container within which “everything” is possible. This is in
terms of the abundance of space and a complex technical system of
gantries. This extreme slack and technical flexibility is beyond what
most people need or desire. Many do not have the time and / or
the inclination for DIY (Do It Yourself) and would prefer spaces that
are more defined from the outset but where they have opportunities
for adaptation with minimum intervention, by buying furniture, for
example, as opposed to building partitions.
Polycentrism and ambivalence: in this case, instead of the expanse
of space that is fairly uniform to be defined by the user, the architec-
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Ryue Nishizawa’s Moriyama House
(built in 2005)

In our project 10 rooms and 6 gardens, the village quality is both in plan
– three blocks are divided by courtyards – and vertically as the rooms
are conceived as independent from each other as they are linked by two
staircases which provides the possibility of multiple routes through the
building and thus independence and flexibility. It is a 3D village conceived for complex mode of inhabitation.

There are two main approaches to usefulness, or “flexibility” (Schneider,
2007):
1.

10 rooms and 6 gardens. The rooms are organised as three towers connected by circulation
and separated by courtyards.

Aires Mateus – House in Litoral Alentejano
(built in 2000)

Our projects create villages for communities of individuals. They show a
possible form of living where you can live together yet separately within
the same household. Where you can be an individual within a community. This is supported by typologies that provide privacy and communal
spaces. Buildings are like villages composed of private units around communal spaces. I later discovered the project of Aldo van Eyck called Four
Tower House (Eyck, 1999, pp. 111–113) which has a similar typology of
4 identical units placed in the corners of a rectangular plan.
In all of these references, a key difference is the architectural language
which is abstract in the case of the Japanese examples and modernist /
brutalist in the case of Van Eyck. It is also notable that all these examples
do not have sensitive environmental strategies. There is a limited level of
insulation and high level of glazing throughout – comfort is sustained in
a mechanical way.
As I have been working on these projects there is a recurrent memory
of watching the TV dramatization of Armistead Maupin’s Tales of the
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Deep House (designed in 2008)

The deep house village typology
Courtyard House (2005-6) (overleaf, top)
A House inside a Church (2007- to be built in
2018) (overleaf, bottom)
Deep House (2008) (this page, top)
Lichen House (2008-2009) (this page, bottom)
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The cottage type village typology
House around the yard (2008-2016) (overleaf, top)
Two Houses around a Loggia (2010-2017) (overleaf, bottom)
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Around the Yard (2006-2008)
New-build house in Cornwall

City. The main protagonists live in a complex of flats organised around a
courtyard owned by Mrs Madrigal. There is a very particular relationship
between these – mostly young – individuals who are primarily single,
and who form a support network that is both strong and loose, and not
without frictions, under the mentoring of the middle-aged landlady. I
think that this model, which has some elements of the traditional family
with a higher sense of independence of each member, could be a guide
for a future type of urban housing for our increasingly single-adult household society. This model based on a small community that fosters mutual
support may counteract some of the challenges of loneliness found in
cities today. Current experimentations in co-housing found throughout
Europe seem to follow similar approaches, for example Helen and Hard’s
Vindmøllebakken project in Norway (Stangeland, 2017), or, in London,
Copper Lane by Henley Halebrown Rorrison (http://hhbr.co.uk/work/
copper-lane/).

Polysemic language

Facing:
Top and middle: photo (Oka, 2011) and section
of Bow Wow’s Split Machiya (2010).
Bottom: A House inside a Church
(2007-ongoing)
The refurbishment of a church into a house.

Deep House

It is also notable that the language of our buildings is radically different
to both the mechanistic language of Lacaton Vassal and the minimalist
language of Sanaa; in both cases there is no reference to the past. The
language we use makes reference to the past, thus showing that some of
these concepts aren’t entirely new, and also uses contemporary technology that points towards the future. This aspect shares and was inspired by
the work of the architect Tony Fretton (Sato, 2008) and the artist Louise
Bourgeois (Morris, 2007); in their work the different references are either
merged to form a new species, or brought side by side. This polysemy
crosses time, by linking different points in the past and present.
The language is also ambiguous in the sense that you can read the building as one house or two houses; the ambivalence is not only in terms of
use, it is also in terms of sign. The polysemy happens here in terms of
numerical ambiguity.
The language is thus polysemic; it conveys multiple meanings within the
same sign by merging references that are close.
This ambiguity expresses the openness of the affordance as well as opening the potential for multiple imaginary worlds to emerge. It is a meaningful language; it is as full of potential meaning as it is use-full.

Unbuilt scheme.
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Comforting
The other element of difference from Lacaton Vassal and Sanaa is the
development of an environmental design working more subtly with the
local climate, as if the buildings embody the weather and surrounding
landscape. This shows parallels with the work of the Australian architect
Glenn Murcutt such as Marie Short House and Fredericks House (Cooper
and Beck, 2002, pp. 46–53, 74–79) but done here in the different context and climate of Western Europe.
Comfort is produced by shaping the biotopes in a range of thermal
spaces that temper the local climate in various ways. The most tempered
are what Rayner Banham (Banham, 1984, p. 23) called “conservative”
space, meaning spaces that primarily aim to conserve energy; these
spaces are well insulated from the outside and have small proportion of
openings which are generally focussed in the direction of the sun, they
include thermal mass to balance extremes of temperature.
The least tempered are what he called “selective spaces”; these are
spaces that aim to select what is beneficial from the climate and reject
what isn’t. These spaces are connected to the outside, they require less
thermal mass, although they can benefit from some. Their atmosphere
is highly dynamic as it follows the climate and thus I prefer to call them
dynamic spaces.

Overleaf: In 2014 I started conceptualising the
conservative and dynamic spaces that I had
been using subconsciously until then. Top left
plan sketches show Courtyard House and Two
Houses around a Loggia with conservative
spaces in cross hatch, dynamic in hatch, and
sheltered in dotted. I would now draw Two
Houses slightly differently as the loggia is a
dynamic space and add another category of
semi-dynamic, a space that is halfway between
dynamic and conservative which is the drawing
room.
Below is a colour version of a similar thermal
plan, in this case a speculative project which
would take the concept further. In orange are
the conservative spaces, the colour spread
between red and green in the interstitial space
conveys the radiant heat located in a fireplace
in the centre.

There are various degrees between these two extremes and I tend to use
the full range. With Two Houses around a Loggia for example (sketches
opposite and thermal plan to the right), the old house is a “conservative
space” (left of plan), the loggia is a dynamic space (middle) and the
ground floor drawing room of the extension functions as a space that is
halfway in between (right). A space of middle dynamism.
I also use what Banham called “regenerative spaces”; this type of space
is not so much defined by the shell as it is by the act of using energy and
burning fuel to create comfort such as a fire creates through radiant heat.
This can be added to any of the spaces described above. Our preference
is to use wood burning with locally grown wood.
The variation in insulation levels also means lesser or higher levels of
privacy (visual, acoustic, etc.), this means in our case that selective
spaces tend to be the communal ones which also act as circulation. The
conservative spaces are the most private, they are the little houses that
form the multiple centres in the village house.
Importantly, I understand comfort as an activity, as comforting either
oneself or others. This is dependent on location – we can move between
spaces according to our mood, our activities and the weather – and it
is also dependent on the act of burning wood or opening windows and
doors. In all cases, creating a feeling of comfort is done through a physical human act and not by a machine automatically.
At this point the setting and nurturing, the spatial instrument and the
rituals of care, meet; we will look at this in the next chapter.
Our projects develop a relationship to climate that aims to bring us
as close to it as is comfortable and healthy. This means also providing
spaces to retreat to as, where I practice, the climate can be uncomfortable. In the same movement, it also defines a closeness to the nature
around, non-human and human alike.
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Two Houses around a Loggia (2010-2017)

Subtlety in comfort design

Facing page:

I find a lack of subtlety in the definitions of comfort by a number of
architects that I admire – Japanese and Lacaton Vassal – because their
focus on abstraction of a diagram or expression of mechanisation limits
the adjustment to climate.

Various sketches made during the design of the
farm buildings expressing the environmental
qualities I was aiming towards.

For example in the work of Sanaa, both of the joined practice and of
each director individually, their original projects had extraordinarily thin
walls, made out of metal sheet – House in Plum Grove – such a structure
carries sound and heat so effectively that even with a thin layer of insulation externally, the sound of the city and summer heat are intensified.
In Moriyama House, the walls are slightly thicker and the gaps between
them and the trees planted will limit acoustic transmission between
blocks and provide shading in summer. In their most recent work, large
overhanging roofs have appeared that reinterpret the traditional Japanese
house. These allow for shading in the summer and thus will protect from
overheating. I consider this transition as an adaptation of the polycentric
house with hyper-thin walls to the Japanese climate. The previous houses
combined in a harsh way an abstracted European model – walls with
windows – with the lightweight Japanese structure – extremely thin walls.
This combination is problematic; without the roof such extreme lack of
matter cannot alleviate the high and humid heat. In other words, it seems
to me that Sanaa is coming closer to the vernacular as it is adapting to
local conditions and culture.
Materiality, mass production, vernacular
There is also a difference with most projects of phenomenologist architects, for example the projects of Peter Zumthor. The difference is that
my attention to materiality focusses on its capacity to guide and temper
forces, flows, those of water and humidity, heat, air, sounds of people
and city. There is mass to temper temperature, store water, reduce sound
levels. This mass is chosen as it supports life.
There isn’t the fetishistic relationship to material found in the work of
some of the phenomenologist architects – material standing for honesty,
for a sensual feeling of the object in itself, disconnected from life. My use
of matter is to shape flows. This is most clear when you look at a project
like the farm where the budget was directed towards building more
space rather than reaching a higher level of tactile or visual refinement.
Rendered block-work was chosen against stone or refined forms of reinforced concrete.
In most projects, vernacular contemporary technology is used for this
reason of cost-effectiveness to focus the budget on the creation of
broader affordance.
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“sitting around a fire in the field”
having a bath in the field
“walking outside to your room, a clean path”
A table in the shade of a tree.
They all show a combination of comfort, activity and position in the landscape.
It is from these sketches that I had developed a
first concept for a Ph.D. using a design-based
methodology around the title of Freedom and
Comfort.

Spatial Instruments: small scale

Above: Courtyard House (2005-6), the loggia.
Render and photo-montage of the concept.

Loggias
In order to show how a pattern develops through projects as well as
within one project, I will take an example of how the loggias developed
in my work from a sheltered to a dynamic pattern. This process will also
reveal a specificity of my practice, the merging of a universal type of flexibility and of the vernacular type into an evolved vernacular language.
Loggias are used in the French projects as they are the dynamic space
that is best adapted to the climate as they provide shade during the
hotter summers.
The first two loggias I designed shared a typology, that of a loggia that
is half external, sheltered, and half internal, the two sections divided
by glazing and a chimney. The first was in Courtyard House (2005-06,
above) and the second is a two storey version for Deep House (2008,
left, top left), which had two, the main one for living and the other for
entering the building.
In Two Houses around a Loggia (2010-2017), I was keen to create a
space where you could be as close to outdoors as possible and yet
comfortable enough to stay for long periods of time. There was also
a desire to be able to keep windows and doors open when it rained
(facing, top right).
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Facing from top left:
Sketches of the loggias of deep house.
The others are the design development of Two
Houses around a Loggia.
Sectional sketch of the requirement for a place
to be outside and dry when it rains.
An inspiration of a scheme by Valerio Olgiati,
and the raw materials and colour of Le Corbusier’s Maison Jaoul.
Sketches of the built scheme showing the framing of the landscape by the house and barn on
either sides of Courtyard Meadow.

The original direction was to provide a separate pavilion parallel and
behind the existing house, similar to a scheme by Olgiati (previous
spread, left page, bottom left). This proved unsuitable to the site and I
decided to work in line with the existing in order to frame the view of the
landscape and define what is now called Courtyard Meadow (previous
spread, left page, bottom right).
Another concept of enclosing the entire old house in a commercial glasshouse was also abandoned as it would create overheating in the summer
(facing, top left).
This had been inspired by the work of the French architects Lacaton Vassal who are famous for their social, and private, housing schemes using
of-the-shelf agricultural glasshouses (overleaf, top right).
Integrating the loggia to a narrow building caused difficulties for connections between the two sides in winter and sufficient depth for flexible use
until I decided that it will be a single space that will be closed by a large
7 metre wide retractable piece of glazing. This space will be non-heated
and the moment when the project comes together is when drawing the
tiny sketch with the words heated / non-heated / heated (facing, top left,
in the middle right page).
I originally considered sliding panels as used in a house by Lacaton
Vassal, Maison R/R (Lacaton, 2005, p. 36). The building is composed of
three detached blocks – two small houses and a glass house – connected
by large sliding doors that secure or shade the houses (facing, top right,
and bottom left).
There are a few differences to our concept, first the buildings are contiguous to increase exchange. Secondly the glass house is transformed into a
loggia – the roof is tiled, not glazed. This is in order to create an environment that is pleasant even when the weather is hot. Thirdly the language
integrates the industrial elements into the vernacular language.
To simplify, this scheme is a merging of the vernacular and universal
flexibility with a subtler use of environmental design.
Also of note is the layering of patterns in this space. It is a courtyard, a
loggia, a glasshouse, a corridor, a room, storage, a frame of the landscape behind. This ambiguity and richness within an extremely simple
shape is its aesthetic quality.
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Bay window / inglenook
In England the dynamic spaces are bay windows.
The first I designed was for Courtyard House, recessed into the balcony
at first floor. This was a “standard” bay window, the later ones will be
layered.
In Lichen House (2008-2009) (both images at the bottom), the bay window is also a porch, an entrance lobby and a balcony above.
In In Ruins (2008) (facing), the bay window is also a room and an inglenook – a type of fireplace you can sit in. It is thus both a dynamic space
and a regenerative one.
In The Hall and 8 Alcoves (top right) the bay window is one of the
alcoves to the hall, a room in itself, and a covered terrace in the garden.

Conservative spaces
The same process of gradual increase in indeterminacy and layering of
patterns can be seen in the development of Useful Rooms.
A recent category of these being Dynamic Rooms, rooms that are halfway between conservative and dynamic and which rely on radiant heat
to provide heating in the winter.
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Movement and relations

Facing page:

Enmeshing – layering (time and space) – movables

The environmental design of the Two Houses
around a Loggia project is based solely on
wood and solar energy found on the site.

The concept of layering is one that most of our students have been using
and which is also present in this practice.
Layering is simultaneously a question of space and time.
The concept of layering comes from ecology. An example of spatial layering in nature is what is called stratification in forest ecologies. Various
layers of plants live on the same piece of ground but at different layers.
Trees use primarily the high level for foliage to catch the maximum sunlight and the ground for their roots to gain water and nutrients, keeping
their inbetween structure as small as possible as a trunk. This later space
is used by small or younger trees, shrubs, ground cover plants, fungi in
the soil. This layering can also be seen as an enmeshing, a weaving, as
the roots intermingle as well as the plants.
Layering can also be time based; each plant as it grows changes its layer.
Animals use the same space at different times. We walk in the woods at
ground level where a deer was minutes ago. Some animals use a space
during the day, others at night.
The ecological concepts of habitat and “environment” (Escher et al.,
2013, pp. 17–19) are useful here. It is based on the idea that each living
being perceives and uses a particular section of the surroundings that
is relevant and useful to them at a specific point in time. In a particular
location, multiple living beings may use the same surrounding space but
each will have their own environment. A biotope affords different things
to the multiple species that live in a specific zone.
I will describe in Nurturing our briefs and methodology in more detail.
It is sufficient here to point out that our design studio (DS9 led by
Camilla Wilkinson and I at the University of Westminster) has set up a
number of briefs for dual-use buildings, buildings where at least two
uses – such as production and housing – are combined in a symbiotic
relationship extended to the relation with the local area. This is more
than mixed-use buildings where the uses are thought of as separate.
The work of our students on these complex uses has shown that stratification and time layering also apply to human activities in a building.
Uses are placed according to two primary layering systems which
happen in both vertical and horizontal dimensions. Those scales are
sunlight – bright to dark – and levels of privacy – public to private. A
student, Geoff Fung, created a market building that also was an urban
farm, for example. The vegetable production was located in glass houses
on the top floor and South elevation in order to maximise daylight and
the market at ground floor as it needs less daylight and benefits from a
connection to the street.
Space efficiency is achieved through an overlap of each activity’s environments. Within a space, different activities may use more space at one
time than another. This is true in primary spaces – such as a market hall.
The use of what I call movables – pieces of furniture that can include
movable rooms – permits these adaptations.
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This is a series of rituals, those of harvesting
and seasoning the wood as well as those of
burning it in the winter. These rituals connect
you further to the landscape and they also
shape the landscape as trees are felled or
pollarded. It is this energetic interest that led to
a series of landscape gestures using pollards as
we will see in Part 3.
This experimentation led to a reflection on
the possibilities of transferring this system
to sub-urban situations (lower images) and
even urban environments in the case of the
10 Rooms and 6 Gardens project.

Activities may also move between layers according to time. This means
that the building’s effectiveness is supported by a finely graded layering and porosity between layers. The relation between spaces is key.
Thresholds, courtyards, large lobbies and other liminal spaces allow for
movements of activities between zones as well as activities from different
categories to co-exist, sometimes at the same time or one after the other.
This layering has at times been provided in fluid spaces, yet often vernacular typologies have proven particularly effective used in combination
with modern technology such as large openable panels. Courtyards for
example are a recurrent typology used.
The importance of contiguity of uses is essential to allow for exchange as
well as the careful design of the connections, blurred boundaries such
as thresholds, or openings (windows and doors). Porosity towards the
surrounding area – with multiple entrances – has often been used to
allow mutual exchanges.
Layering is also present in 6 gardens and 10 rooms – where a range of
habitats are stratified – brighter and windier at the top (and front) going
darker and damper at the bottom (and back). This can be seen as a multi-storied forest in the stratification of the plants as much as the activities
of animals.
It is also present in Under the Meadow and Roots Pavilion. There the layers, the strata, are mixed up, you live between and underneath the roots
– inside or below the root layer / stratum – the sculpting of the biotope
reverses the usual stratification of niches. It is this very incongruity that is
aesthetically powerful. We will look at this in more detail in the Ruinations chapter.

Framing devices & openables
Framing is used extensively in all projects. Some use the massing of
the building to frame the surrounding landscape. For example the farm
frames the landscape through the loggia, between the two smaller
houses, and between it and the barn by extending the existing façade
so that it faces the barn thus creating an open courtyard.
It also happens from inside out through multiple openings that are
carefully located and sized and shaped according to the view. What
is unusual here is the attention to limit the amount of glazing to avoid
wasting energy. In the case of the conservative spaces, the rooms, the
need for high level of insulation means using a small amount of opening, favouring the sunnier exposition. This means designing windows,
not glass walls. Glass walls are used in the selective / dynamic spaces
but here also in a controlled way so as to avoid losing too much heat in
winter or overheating in summer. Generally, the rooms / little houses are
massed to shelter this space; they provide some of its walls. Framing is
thus highly influenced by the comforting strategy, they form part of the
same decision.
Most projects will have a sketch plan that defines the array of views. As
the conservative spaces are essentially walled rooms to provide sufficient
thermal insulation, the perception of the continuity of the landscape is
created by a succession of frames in different directions, proportions,
scales, as it would in a film that you would define by the movement of
your body. This is a different perception to a room that is entirely glazed.
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Facing and below: photos of the model of
10 Rooms and 6 Gardens

The other unusual element is that although some of the glass is fixed,
much effort goes into making these openable. The most extreme example is the loggia where a glazed wall can open fully under the roof and
the roller shutters are perforated to create shade or form an insect mesh
on summer nights. This openability is used to create comfort but it also
is designed to frame sound and smell. The well-insulated houses that
we build today in Europe have the tendency to distance us from our
surroundings acoustically and olfactively. To counteract this, I create in
our project “sound windows” and “smell windows”. The two are often
combined. They are ventilation panels that are placed next to fixed
glass panels that give the view. They are usually integrated in the frame
on the side or below but in principle they could be separated entirely.
Their location follows the qualities of the site; in the drawing room of
Two Houses around a Loggia, sound windows are placed on the North
and South side to give the sound and smell of a wooded area and of the
meadow respectively.
Openables are the part of the patterns that allow changing of the climatic
conditions swiftly and easily. Alterations of rooms for use is generally
done by furniture and other fittings which I call movables, openables
allows the alteration of the biotope itself.
The reference that I come back to often is Glenn Murcutt (Murcutt,
2008). His houses are all designed with complex opening and screening
systems that allow adjustments to the climatic changes. The difference
between our work and his is that we tend to work more with windows
than full façade glazing. This is probably, in part, due to the difference in
climate, our winters are colder than in Australia. In our projects, a higher
sense of protection and privacy is achieved.
Much minimalist architecture is poor in this area as it focuses more on
sight than the other senses. The designs focus on hiding the frames of
windows which generally means using fixed glass elements primarily.
This often creates spaces that can’t be naturally ventilated effectively at
night as the only opening might be a door or a window with no control
for ingress.
Much hi-tech architecture focusses on opening devices that are controlled by a mechanical system. This is exactly what I wish to avoid, it
is dwellers who should control their environment as they see fit at a
specific point in time.
Frames are the “to be mades” that express life by excellence. Although
the architect, with the client, decides where they point, how wide and
how they open, what you see, hear or smell happens later and this is
influenced by the way the spaces framed will be cared for.
It is this uncertainty that fascinates me, it creates variety, it expresses
freedom. It is worth pointing out here that a frame, a view, is not a sign
of control in itself. It can be used that way, as in the often-quoted panopticons described by Foucault, but it can also be framing something that
is purposely left primarily to its own devices. When I frame a meadow
where the only control is scything once a year, there is some control, but
it is limited. The view is thus expressing the limited amount of control.
The frame in itself isn’t controlling. It would be if what was framed was
controlled abstractly instead of being fostered.
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Facing page:
Sketchbook pages of the Two Houses around
a Loggia design process. I am here dealing
with a drive towards windows both to create a
cinematographic effect of views – a succession
of frames that develops as you walk through
the building and which includes a broad range
of proportions, sizes and directions.
Also shown are images of one of the pavilions
of the Petit Trianon (top, right). This quality of
French classical buildings of an equal proportion of glass to wall and vertical windows is
tested in the bottom left drawing collage for an
earlier one story version. The final design will
have a diversity of openings.

Growing an open vernacular

Facing page:

The specificity of the Open Vernacular series is in this unlikely marriage
of two generally opposed forms of flexibility – the mechanical and the
vernacular. The result is a more open form of vernacular.

Sketchbook pages of the Two Houses around a
Loggia design process continued from previous
pages).

We will see at many points in this document my tendency for a use of
opposed positions in non-conflicting ways, this way that I have of seeing
compatibility and continuity where many see paradoxes and / or conflicts. This leads to designs that are barely readable as innovative because
their language merges everyday patterns with exceptional ones.

My preoccupation is clearest on the drawing of
the top left where each view is tested in plan –
both floors are drawn in the same plan.

It has a language that conveys more information – more references – and
more adjustability, than the pure abstractions of much contemporary
architecture. Yet the typologies use technologies that broaden the affordance, in comparison to a traditional, nostalgic, form of the vernacular.
The definition of its openness is carefully calibrated. It is neither entirely
open so that it is more readily usable and offers variety of shelter, nor is it
stiffly defined in order to allow agency.
There is an attraction towards developing patterns that are easily reproducible, that are built from contemporary vernacular technology and
simply connect to existing modes of production, to the emergent intelligence of the local building culture.
There is a diversity of conditions, a landscape of varying micro-climates
and qualities in all projects, varying scales of rooms, varying relations –
layering and diversity. The patterns are used to have multiple relations to
other spaces, multiple uses; they are enmeshed.
There is also a drive towards a language that is legible by most, one that
can be learned, understood and spoken easily; we will see in part 3 the
value of this quality during the design process.
The language has a picturesque quality, but one that is not nostalgic, it
lies in the present. It evolves through time. It is not fixed. Order is given
to each building, a sense of composition through a barely unified form,
or a rhythm, but it is never perfect and generally it is bastardised to the
point of being almost unreadable.
This may be best described as a contemporary vernacular language
where our main role as designers is to create new words, new typologies
that can then be used by others. As any vernacular language does, as
we will see later, it means that this type of research develops through
feedback from the inhabitation of each iteration, of my projects as much
as others. This can be seen as a mode of knowledge development similar
to gardening, a serendipitous iteration.
We will now look at the Nurturing Patterns, these acts that also define
architectures, through the Landscape Gesture series.
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The models by Zumthor (top, right) show
an interest in the depth of the wall as an in
between space to sit in between the room and
the landscape. This will be developed further
with the integration of a range of functions to
make this a multifunctional room.

Facing page:
Sketchbook pages of the Two Houses around a
Loggia design process continued from previous
pages).
The preoccupation with the air and acoustic
qualities of the building is explored. We had
been frustrated with the first phase that at night,
when the windows are closed to stop insects, it
was not possible to ventilate or hear and smell
the landscape.
We developed a series of sound windows
(facing, top) – ventilation panels with insect
screens on the side or below a number of
fixed glass panels as well as a perforated roller
shutter for the loggia to form an insect mesh at
night and soft shading during the day (facing
middle and bottom).
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Nurturing – Landscape Gestures
Where Setting Patterns are physical, Nurturing Patterns are acts of care
designed to give guidance on how to play the settings, such as those
described in the previous chapter. They form social and contemplative
performances that alter the ecosystems. In this section the role of the
designer is that of a choreographer, the designer composes possible
patterns that may be used by others. The dwellers and makers – and this
can be us at times – improvise with, and within, the settings with these
potential nurturing patterns as reference. They are similar to musicians
using elements of the Jazz repertoire and transforming them through
their own performance. The designer thus does not here create objects or
settings but patterns of behaviours that can be improvised with.
These patterns of behaviour are not conceived as definite scores but as
occurrences, experiences, that can form a foundation for future decisions
whether mine or someone else’s.
I make a distinction between recurring acts, which I call rituals of care,
and punctual acts, called tweaks. Of course there is no clear distinction
between them, most punctual acts do repeat, if not at regular intervals.
There is a difference of impact; with rituals the ecosystem changes
according to the repeating acts, it shifts to another equilibrium. With
tweaks the ecosystem stays in the same equilibrium, but some elements
may be guided towards a certain shape.
The development of patterns requires testing in real life, setting and nurturing patterns in combination. This I do with clients of course but generally in a limited way – I have not dared so far to risk pushing them into
modes of living that are alien to them and it is also fair to say that many
of our clients have not been attracted to very different modes of living.
So the most extreme cases have been our own homes, the self-generated
projects.

The Farm
This is the 3 hectares property where the
Landscape Gestures are tested.
Note the variety of habitats, from dry to wet
meadows, old and new woods.
The photograph was taken during the
construction of the extension to the old house
(on the left).
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There is behind this approach a belief that inhabiting is an act of creation
which should be left open for interpretation by the designer and society.
As designers, we test new acts, new patterns, and present them as invitations to try, experiences to draw from.
Of course, I may consider the self-generated buildings, where I have
been involved through the continuous development, as closer to my
vision, yet what matters to me is that they form an example to inspire
others. This is discussed further in Part 3.
What is most striking about my approach is that influenced by Gilles
Clement’s phrase, it aims to “faire le plus possible avec et le moins
possible contre”, “to do, as much a possible, the most with and the least
against” (Clement, 1991, author’s translation), to use the forces that are
present and tweak the situation for maximum benefit with least effort.
This allows a nimble behaviour that embraces opportunities as they arise.
This means that you both need to plan and be attentive in the present.
The difference with Clement’s “garden in movement” approach is that
the ephemeral acts are more formal than his. Straight lines and other
geometric shapes are used. So we both work with improvisation in the
present, as the evolution occurs, and use rules set up beforehand which
create frames of reference.
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The nurturing patterns fall into three categories, a first category designs
landscape through a dance with nature, the second focusses on how
daily care (cleaning, cooking, tidying, repairing, etc.) designs space, the
last how creating a comfortable environment is also a question of daily
care.
In all, time is designed to produce choreographies.

Ecological systems
Before looking at the actual patterns, it is useful to summarise a number
of ecological concepts in order to clarify the role of these patterns in
relation to emergence and resilience.

From succession to dynamic resilience
We need to start by looking at the history of ecological principles and
the concept of resilience, a history that as is generally the case in science
has gradually integrated previous concepts applicable when looking at
specific places and time-frames into a more comprehensive framework.
It can be seen as a history in three stages (Berkes, 2003). The first stage
looked at the typical process of succession on a piece of land, at least in
the mild Western Europe climate I practise in, is one of gradual accumulation of living and dead organic matter. It starts from mineral on which
lichen starts to grow, after a while there is enough nutrient for mosses,
then grassland, than scrubland and eventually forest. This eventually
reaches a climax – the point of maximum organic matter present on the
site. This is different to the maximum increase of organic matter, which
occurs in the higher dynamic period that leads to it.
The climax, has the highest species diversity once it has matured.
This diversity is understood both in terms of the range of species, their
balance, and also the ecosystem spatial organisation (“stratification and
spatial heterogeneity”). (Odum, 1969). Earlier transitional stages tend
to have fewer species that are fast but short-lived. An exception of this
seems to be the scrubland stage in the European context.
The climax is the least dynamic stage; it is also the least productive as
most of the energy is used to maintain the system.

– can flip the system but it is not always – although it often is – the case
that the same variation in the opposite direction brings it back to the
previous equilibrium. In this understanding of ecological systems, resilience is the capacity for a system to stay within one state of equilibrium,
it describes how much change it can accommodate before flipping.
(Berkes, 2003, p. 54)
The third stage reverses the balance between stability and change, it
focusses on the fact that ecosystems are primarily dynamic, in flux; even
though at human scale – time and space – we may perceive ecosystems
around us as relatively stable, yet change is inevitable. Global climate
change, for example, will transform our ecosystems. The concept of
equilibrium is thus replaced with that of slow change, one that is barely
perceivable within our human time-frame in the areas where I practise.
In this understanding, resilience is no longer a capacity to stay within a
specific equilibrium, it means “remaining flexible enough to change in
response to whatever hazards or perturbations come along” (Vayda and
McCay, found in (Berkes, 2003, p. 60). This means that instead of focussing efforts on stabilising a system, one should focus on resilience-building, on “adaptive capacities” (Berkes, 2003, p. 36).
This understanding does not mean that succession is not a useful concept, it means that succession is useful if you look at a specific piece of
land within a human timescale of one or a few generations. At the same
time, there are other phenomena interfering with this process; these
happen at different temporal and spatial scales; global warming is an
example of the first, habitat fragmentation of the second.
Since the combined effect of the recent explosion of human population
and dominance of abstraction, currently described as anthropocene
(www.anthropocene.info/great-acceleration.php), the speed of transformation at these other scales is accelerating with substantial impact on
biodiversity and climate change. This leads to the increased relevance
of the focus on instability and resilience (www.anthropocene.info/resilience-thinking.php).
It is of course also important that we attempt to mitigate the effects
through the use of environmental practices. As much as the projects’
conditions allow, the use of renewable energy – as seen in Comforting,
sustainable rainwater management – as we will see in instruments for
climate, as well as other solutions are used, but this is not the primary
focus of this Ph.D. so I am not describing these in depth.

It is key to point out that we, humans, are part of these ecosystems and
thus impact on the type of equilibrium, if we act regularly and without
stopping the dynamic. This forms a type of ecosystem that is natural –
in my sense of the word – and which arises from a dialogue between
human and non-human species in this environment.

Dramatic change nonetheless seems currently unavoidable. The challenge for an architect is: how do we design to increase resilience?

When the trees die, or when there is a cataclysm such as a fire, the process is brought back to an earlier stage and starts again.

How can humans increase resilience?

The second stage of understanding, since the 1970s, was a realisation
that instead of one state of stability, an area could fall into different states
of equilibrium, “multiple equilibrium systems” (Berkes, 2003, p. 59).
In system theory this is called “attractors” (Berkes, 2003, p. 6); a set of
various elements that interact can have a number of systems that are
relatively stable. It was also discovered that fairly small changes could
shift an ecosystem from one to another, for example changes in rainfall,
or temperature, or the chemical balance of a lake. There is a “threshold effect” before the “system flips” (Berkes, 2003, p. 54) from one to
another. The process is “nonlinear”; a small variation – a tipping point

In Navigating Social-Ecological Systems, Berkes, Colding and Folke
(2003), define “four critical factors […] that interact across temporal
and spatial scales and that seem to be required for dealing with nature’s
dynamics in social-ecological systems” in order to build resilience (2003,
p. 354-355).
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• “Learning to live with change and uncertainty;
• nurturing diversity for reorganization and renewal;
• combining different types of knowledge for learning; and

“Resilience buffers change, thereby contributing to sustaining the system in a desirable
stability domain. Memory is a key component
of resilience. It supplies the experience of previous self-organizations and the ingredients for
new-self-organization embedded in a historical
and evolutionary context. Change, surprise,
and crisis, here referred to as disturbance, open
up space for change. The creation of space
allows for opportunity and renewal by recombining memories and by bringing in novelty.
Diversity of memories provides the potential
for alternative ways to maintain functioning
when faced with change. Diversity provides
insurance to cope with change. It also provides
the potential for reorganizing following change.
Hence there is a dynamic symbiosis between
diversity and disturbance that is part of resilience and key to sustainable development.
Disturbance can trigger positive change when
there is memory, but with lack of memory for
resilience, a similar disturbance may cause
severe consequences.”
(Berkes, 2003, p. 376)

• creating opportunity for self-organization toward social-ecological
sustainability.”
There are multiple tools within these four categories and I will focus on
those that I use in my practice.
In terms of “learning to live with change and uncertainty”, many societies have developed ways to deal with change and uncertainty. For example, they use “small-scale pulse disturbances”, by “imitating fine-scale
natural perturbations, these practices speed up the local renewal cycles
in the larger ecosystem and help avoid accumulation of disturbance –
the revolt connection – that moves across scales and further up in the
panarchy” (Berkes, 2003, p. 357).
This means that regular, punctual, and small-scale disturbances reduce
the risk of large-scale changes. Our meadow, or woodland gestures are
such a small-scale disturbance, they reproduce the effect of herbivores
eating vegetation and maintaining a grassland habitat, or that of storms.
We have not yet experienced a “crisis”, a “large perturbation”, but we
are preparing for their arrival, especially that of epidemics affecting trees
by diversifying the species range and the balance between them. We
“expect the unexpected” (Berkes, 2003, p. 361).
In terms of “nurturing diversity for reorganization and renewal” we are
“nurturing ecological memory” through enhancing biodiversity as much
as we “sustain social memory” and “enhance socio-ecological memory”
through the redesign of traditional rituals to our times.
We “combine different types of knowledge for learning”, “experiential
and ecological knowledge” through the landscape gestures which we
develop with scientific ecological knowledge and technological knowledge of ecological conservation. So far, we have been researching at
the small scale – this is the focus of this Ph.D. – so have not engaged in
broader scale dialogue with broader communities with the exception
of the academic world. The future research will be to disseminate this
knowledge to a broader audience in the form of a gardening book and
simultaneously connect to the larger scale of the valley we belong to.

whereas a “specialist strategy” is used in “stable systems” (Berkes, 2003,
pp. 61-62). The resilient strategy is one of multiple sources for various
needs, of multiple livelihoods, in order to balance risk. The specialist
strategy is not as adapted to change but is more efficient. We will see
in Part 2 how the generalist strategy is essential to my practice and has
been key to its success in our current times of societal and professional
change.
The “adaptation ability” is dependent on the “degree of centralisation”.
Decentralised systems, or at least partially decentralised, “polycentric
management” are more flexible to adapt to change as decisions are
made closer to perceivable change and it reduces the tendency for an
elite to maintain the status quo as they often perceive “innovation as
inherently dangerous”.
“Many aspects of globalization tighten intersystem linkages,
hierarchies, and interdependencies between local resource users
and the wider society. […] There is a risk that the tightening of
processes of globalization weakens societal feedback loops to
ecosystem dynamics essential for sustaining and building adaptive
capacity and for securing the flow of critical ecosystem services”
(Berkes, 2003, p. 381)

Landscape Gestures are disturbances that increase memory
As we will see later, much of my thinking uses succession as the primary
concept because it has proven to be operative to deal with change within
a short time-frame. Simultaneously, I have other scales at the back of my
mind – chronological and spatial.
In space, I see the work on this piece of land as a way to form a biodiverse node in a larger network, and hopefully inspire others to do the
same to strengthen the network. The point of this is to both give a space
for species to thrive as well as to move across the landscape to find
another location better suited for them as the conditions change in the
future.

Our Landscape Gestures “create opportunities for self-organization
toward social-ecological sustainability”. By creating regular, small-scale
disturbances, they increase diversity, they increase memory.

Looking at the temporal dimension, we are preparing for the arrival of a
few current epidemic, in particular that of ash die-back, a fungal disease,
by increasing the diversity of tree species on our land – the number of
species as well as the balance between them.

This explains the diagram of degrees of control in relation to diversity.
When there is too much control, in situations dominated by abstractness,
self-organization is blocked, when we act less often, in varied ways, and
with less impact, it is increased. The curve of diversity is also one of resilience and agency. Higher resilience is not when humans are not present,
it is when humans are present but act with care and attention.

In knowledge and skills, the rituals we are developing and sharing are
ways to maintain the ecological knowledge that is present within them
for future generations. Most are not currently required to produce food or
energy so pursuing experimentation started by others of transferring them
into cultural activities is a way of keeping alive the technique as well as
the ecological sensibility.

In the research presented here, the “cross-scale dynamics”, the interactions between different scales of ecosystems has been looked at at the
smaller end between the micro-ecosystems such as an area of a meadow
to that of the entire plot. Yet we also implicitly deal with the next scale,
with the farmers and hunters around, and the movement of animals and
plants.

The aims are to maintain biodiversity and complexity in the system
at multiple scales, as well as the socio-ecological knowledge found
in rituals.

Socio-ecological systems and vernacular knowledge

The same book also describes a number of societal strategies for resilience. Depending on whether your resources and the system is “unpredictable” (“resilient”) or “predictable” (“stable”), different strategies for
“adaptation” emerge. A “generalist strategy” is used in “resilient systems”

Such socio-ecological systems are generally the result of earlier forms
of agriculture: forest gardens for fruits and vegetables (Crawford, 2010),
meadows for fodder (Peterken, 2013, chapter 4), coppiced woods and
pollarded trees for energy and material. We tend to forget these natural
agricultural practices because they have almost disappeared from our
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landscapes with the advent of industrial farming after the Second World
War. And with this disappearance, many species populations have
collapsed. There is much hypocrisy in the outcry of developed countries
towards the forest depletion in developing ones when all of them have
destroyed over 90% of these human natural systems in the last century.
These ecosystems are sustainable in the sense that they produce without
external input material and crop. They also are resilient as, although they
are disturbed, it is only at reasonable intervals which create a “pulse
stability”, which, for Eugene Odum “maintain an ecosystem at some
intermediate point in the development sequence” (Odum, 1969, p. 267).
I sometimes see this as a climax defined by human activity as not only
is the process of succession reset, it is reset so regularly that a new type
of ecosystem develops which is a more diverse version of the succession
stage. This version is softer and more varied in texture.
They are no longer used because they do not produce with abundance a
specific product and are often not suited for industrial machinery.
All our landscape gestures are based on a reinterpretation of such
practices (meadows, pollarded trees, coppiced woods, hedgerows) in a
contemporary context.
The “ecosystem services” we use directly from the “natural capital” of
these ecosystems are energy (wood), some food, recreation, and culture.
We also act in such ways because we aim to support “genetic resources”,
“disturbance regulation”, “refugia” for wildlife, “pollination” as well as
the many climatic, water regulation and other support to the broader
ecosystem, such ecosystems bring locally as well as globally (Costanza,
1997).
We use a broad range of such practices as well as the technique of
“compartmentalization” both to delineate different rhythms of “pulse”
ecosystems as well as allocating zones that we do not touch nor access,
which I call wildernesses.
I have learned these practices in part from my grandparents who
experienced them as children, and still practised some when I was
young, as well as from ecological conservation practices.

Contemplative and collective rituals
Most of the landscape gestures are rituals. They layer multiple ecological roles. The first is a contemplative dimension, in an engagement with
oneself that lengthens the present, brings us in touch with ourselves right
now, in a repetitive and creative act, strengthening our personal ecology. There is also the sensitive contemplation of the result. The second
is a communal activity, an occasion to do something together and in so
doing strengthen bonds between friends, family members or neighbours,
relations, social resilience. There is their role as disturbance that we have
looked at above, which increases resilience and diversity. Lastly, there
is their role as an embodied form of knowledge that is passed onto the
future. All of these qualities are present in the Landscape Gestures we
use at The Farm. Scything for example often has all qualities. It links an
exercise that is done alone as the scythe is dangerous for others to be
around and the act of harvesting the hay as a collective activity.
The contemplative quality is similar to the experience of the piece of
Marina Abromovic at the Serpentine Gallery in London in the summer
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of 2014. This exhibition was composed of various activities that she
encouraged the audience to take part in. The one that was closest to the
experience of scything is one where you were guided to walk as slowly
as possible from one end of a room to another for as long as you could.
The exercise brings a complete sense of calm, as if time has slowed
down in such a way that the present expands. It is a moment where ideas
float in a similar way to meditation, where thoughts come and go but
you do not try to act on them, or control them. You simply acknowledge
their presence. In the scything, there is another quality which is that of
being present in the landscape, of seeing the landscape both as a whole
and in its details, as dwelling in it.
This activity is a redefinition of what would have been seen as labour
as an aesthetic experience, a cultural leisure activity. Effort is being
redefined as leisure in a way that sport also enveloped physical exercise
as leisure. There is a parallel with William Morris’s views of craft as a
production system that is enjoyable, but without assumption that this can
be a replacement to industrial production.
Of specific relevance is the enjoyment of creating something that you
make. It seems that in a world where, increasingly, production is robotic
and services are provided by software and hardware, the physical production of part of our environment might be what we need to maintain
a healthy relationship with our bodies and what surrounds us. This is a
reaction to the virtualisation of the world, not by denying or resisting its
existence, but by using it and redefining it so that it reconnects us to the
physical world. The recent work of Abramovic can also be seen in this
light as a reconnection to our bodily self and others around.

Gestures as dialogical mechanism of co-evolution
These gestures establish a particular relationship between humans and
the rest of the ecosystem; it is one of dialogue and belonging.
We act, and nature responds. And we listen to the response. The dialogue is physical – acts, behaviours and products – as well as aesthetic.
This direct engagement, this immersion into the ecosystem, this performance means that a diverse layering of “feedback loops” is present
(Opdam, 2014, and Berkes & Folkes 1994).
The phrase “feedback loop”, as with“disturbance”, does not quite cover
all the qualities of rituals of care or settings. The former both give a sense
of the act being solely a matter of sustainability; by this I mean that the
act is considered for its capacity to support the environmental ecology,
and the specialist is seen as a scientist external to the ecosystem. When
I use open patterns, the societal and personal ecologies are enmeshed
with the environmental.
Feedback loops imply that we are only listening to the response of a
machine to a specific act, an echo that can be “negative”, or “balancing”
or “positive”, whereas exchange and dialogue add a layer of creativity
from both sides; the reply may be on something else than, or layer something else onto, what you asked, or thought you did.
We can see how our acts increase or decrease diversity, this is both in
terms of detail and texture. The diversity of climax situations has a softness whereas transitional stages are less diverse and generally rougher.
We can also see how much and what is produced depending on what
we do.
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Farm map
The farm boundary is defined by a small river
to the North and hedgerows elsewhere.
It is composed of a small orchard, bottom
left, two fields around the buildings, a new
triangular wood where the circular oak rooms
are located, and an old wood, top right, also
triangular in shape.
The yellow, green and blue washes express the
broad range of humidity in the soil. From dry
on the edge of the plateau to wet next to the
river.
Most of the meadow gestures shown are in the
dry meadows around the house, especially
courtyard meadow between the house and
barn – red lozenge.
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Collective open rituals

It is an act of co-creation, an act of co-evolution.

The meadow harvest attracts and connects a
community of people through the performance
of this ritual in August. A landscape and a
community bond through this act but not in a
fixed and localised way as may have been in
the past. These individuals live in various parts
of the world and with varying rhythms of life.
The ritual creates a meeting point in time, in
this place that fosters a community.

There is an ethical / aesthetic dimension and an exchange of products
dimension; there is culture, knowledge, exercise. All these tangible and
intangible qualities and exchanges combine in these rituals in a web that
cannot be – and should not be – simplified. What each person takes out
of the performance is different and this diversity, of potentials and actualisations, is precisely its strength.
This approach is entirely different to mechanical maintenance which
defines what will happen – usually one outcome – and the feedback is
only either success or failure. In other words mechanistic methods define
a small range of possibilities and do not create a situation where a varied
response is possible. And it only listens to whether the question was
understood.
A dialogical system is polyphonic, enmeshed, undefined, broad, changing. It is creative for both sides and thus is a dialogue not a feedback
loop.
Combined, the level of wellbeing that such design acts provide is
immense – both to us as human individuals and for the local ecosystem.
The person who shoots on the land around ours is delighted that we look
after the land as we do as it means that the range and number of species
on his land is also broader.

Socio-ecological network
In other words we are gradually creating through these gestures a
“socio-ecological network” not strategically but serendipitously through
embodied acts. The concept behind “socio-ecological networks” is to
establish an exchange between the ecological network and the social
one that increases the resilience of the ecosystem overall. There are
many examples – traditional and “neo-traditional” – of such sustainable
relationships based on “indigenous knowledge”, “cultural capital”, “traditional ecological knowledge” (Opdam, 2014, Berkes & Folke, 1994). I
have a preference for the word vernacular and contemporary vernacular
as traditional always seems to me to look back to the past whereas vernacular reinforces the present and the language structure of patterns.
In our case, the socio-ecological network is both global and local – those
involved come from the area as well as other countries – it is thus not a
matter of reinforcing only a local culture – it simultaneously develops
and gains from a global one, this develops ecological knowledge and
communities.

Dancing with landscapes
During the last 10 years, we have been gardening a landscape in France
that we call The Farm. We have been shaping a landscape virtually solely
through rituals of care. We have been doing this in an iterative process of
improvisation with nature, of co-creation and co-adaptation.
This is composed primarily of various modes of editing out, of cutting.
The act of cutting living material has the consequence of shaping and
/ or resetting a process. For example the yearly process of growth of a
meadow or the process of succession that transforms a bare area of soil
into a forest. Although as we have seen, ecological processes are not all
linear, and systems can flip into different state of relative equilibrium, on
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Our Garden in Movement
In our area cared for using Gilles Clement’s
method of the Garden in Movement, large late
flowering perennials have gradually taken over
to create a border. None of the plants have
been seeded nor planted.
The main plants are:
Pulicaria Dysenterica (yellow), Angelica Sylvestris (not on this photo), Lythrum Salicaria
(top left), Eupatorium Cannabinum (top right),
Scrophularia Nodosa, Polygonum
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this piece of land, the processes of primary and secondary succession
have been the most useful until now.
This editing out also is a process of edging what we leave and thus giving
value. Edging an area of meadow forms an ephemeral frame, it gives a
sense of order to what is perceived as chaotic, such as the dried sward
in August.
The meadows are scythed once a year to interrupt the process of succession and ensure a diverse grassland plant community. We time this cut
to favour some plants over others. This technique is applied at different
times in different areas to create a diverse range of meadows and adapt
to the broad range of conditions on this property.
Another technique is that of the Garden in Movement (Clement 2007)
which is the most reactive improvisatory process we use. The process
starts with looking at what germinates. Then what the designer wishes to
limit is mowed over to favour the rest. We also use it on dry meadows
but it is most powerful when used in wet areas where large late flowering perennials thrive which radically change the spatial quality of those
spaces due to their height.
We sometimes plant or seed new species. We add trees that create
ephemeral touches of colour in spring or autumn or seed extra flowering species in the meadow for example, with the aim of enhancing
the diversity and heightening the experience, especially for those who
might not enjoy the rough texture of nature as much as we do. In the
case of meadows, this seeding aims to bring back plant species that had
disappeared due to the lack of maintenance (Peterken, 2013) as much as
new species; without regular scything, the grasses and taller plants start
to thrive in such ways that many less competitive species are smothered
and disappear.
Seeding and planting species that can reproduce is a way of setting a
process in motion. In a meadow, a species can gradually integrate and
form part of the mix and moves around from year to year. Another project – Crocus Line – is based on planting a straight line of crocuses in the
middle of a wide path that is maintained each year (crocuses like to grow
in short grass). The aim is that this self seeding species will over time
spread as they reproduce and thus the thin line will eventually widen
irregularly depending on where the crocuses prefer growing.
When we bought the property, it had two meadows and one field that
were turning into scrubland. The meadows have been brought back to
their original ecological type.

Courtyard Meadow

Courtyard Meadow
Every summer, wild carrot and grasses form a light texture over the area
between the house and the barn. The carrots disappeared for a while
which led us to understand the importance of timing the hay harvest.
This area is now scythed after October, once the flowering plants have
seeded; it used to be mown in August. The carrots are back.
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These processes all share the quality of dancing with nature, or with
the landscape. Nature makes a move, you make one in return and
start again. Sometimes a specific choreography is planned ahead and
followed – from the human partner side – sometimes it is more purely
reactive. Increasingly the modes are associated. For example, a piece
reminds me of the John Cage piece 4’33” where a series of moments of
defined duration but during which no music is played give a structure
to the ambient noise in the room which can be of the audience or the
weather and wildlife when performed in connection with the exterior.
The arrival, seating and standing of the pianist form the structure. In the
meadow this year, the buildings frame an area of meadow. A straight
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Marking the Meadow
For a while we used only two methods –
the harvest and marking by mowing paths
and other geometric shapes.
In part 3, the layering of interventions we use
now is described.

Crocus Line

Various textures of Courtyard Meadow
in late spring 2016.
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Oak Rooms
(Ongoing project started in 2012)
Plan on the left, detail of process on the right
hand page.
All trees have self-seeded of their own accord.
We are only thinning around the oaks in order
to favour them as they are a minority in a mass
of ash trees. This gradually creates a set of
rooms which over time join to form a labyrinth.
Superimposed on this a set of serendipitous
paths have been layered which is shown
further. Only one is straight, which follows a
path of deers, the others were mown by Robin
Pembrooke following intuition in the act of
mowing.
The first designed element will be the continuation of an axis which creates a visual link from
the buildings and attracts people to visit the
depth of the site.

path is mowed regularly creating another framing element with the
edge of the plateau it grows on and the hedgerow beyond. The rest of
the meadow is primarily left to develop by itself but we have also set
ourselves to mow areas where nettle has appeared. (We also have areas
where nettle is left to grow rampantly). This means that the areas mowed
will form serendipitous shapes on the varied texture of the meadow.

Textural field landscape
This variety of rituals forms varying textures (neat / messy, soft / rough,
lush / meagre, varied / monotone, tall / short). It is the contrast between
these that expresses the ecological processes.
The variety is also created by subtle variations in the biotope.
If you look at the Courtyard Meadow in detail, there is a constant variation through it. This depends on gentle undulations of the topography
and varying depth of top soil which leads to environments that are dryer
or damper, and richer or poorer.

John Cage Atlas Eclipticalis (1961-62)

Yet the meadow can be read as a uniform surface of grassland. The effect
is like colour-field painting, constant variations over a surface and no
specific centre. These variations are primarily created by the ecosystem
in response to its environment and our yearly all-over cut. The variations are not created by me in the way Mark Rothko created them in his
paintings.

(below) created by superimposing musical
staves on the position of the stars in an atlas.

We will see in part 3 that I later start adding irregularities as gestural patterns over the entire surface in a similar way to abstract expressionism.

Oak Rooms
Already in the Oak Rooms piece, the forest is treated as varied continuum within which our act of circular thinning around oaks reinforces the
aleatory arrangement and translates it into a spatial condition. The new
wood is similar to a three dimensional Jackson Pollock painting where
the individual expression is replaced by ecological expression.
It may be better to compare Oak Rooms to John Cage’s “point-drawing”
compositional technique where he defined sounds by drawing irregular
spots found on a sheet of paper with surface irregularities – like watercolour paper – and giving the x and y dimension of the sheet different
music factors (Branden, 2016, p. 143). In our case, the land is the paper,
and the work is the wood; whereas with Cage, the paper is a proxy of the
acoustic field from which the composition is created. His compositions
created in this way are then fixed whereas ours is a performance recreated each year. In this case, he is using a “chance operation” to create a
separate fixed composition.
In both cases, as is the case with both our woods and landscapes, the
area, sound or canvas, is treated as a field that is “continuous, but also
heterogeneous” (Branden, 2016, p. 145).
There is a similarity of aim with Cage, that of expressing life, its beauty,
but with us it happens with life itself in the everyday.
With these landscape gestures, the polyphonic rhythms of nature – species, ecological succession, seasonal, circadian – are choreographed to
shape the landscape.
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The New Wood in movement
This series of 4 diagrammatic maps of the new
wood shows: 1 (top left) the first embodied
intuitive cutting of paths during the early days
of self seeding, 2 (top right) the Oak Room
gesture, 3 – (bottom right) the envisaged future
cutting of a circular clearing and extension
of the main axes, and 4 – the clearing of
other geometric shapes to increase secondary
processes of succession. By this stage, the
woodland tree species have relatively equal
numbers.
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Oak Rooms – (ongoing project started in 2012)
The qualities of this wood is almost impossible to photograph as it is
a contrast between the cylindrical void around the oak trunks and the
dense ash saplings beyond.
The oaks are strongly present due to the space around them (above).
The rooms are only perceivable as less dense and sometimes lighter
clouds in the distance when recently thinned (left). This reverses when
the oaks grow as their foliage is darker than the ash trees.
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towards maintaining and enhancing a diversity of species, although not
necessarily endemic.

Artists working with succession
It is worth placing this work next to that of other practitioners who work
with landscapes. Although at times it could be seen as reminiscent of the
naturalistic movement that has been much published in the last decade.
The stunning works of Dutch designer Piet Oudolf such as the planting of the High Line disused railway in New York (Oudolf, Kingsbury,
2013) or, in the UK, those of Dan Pearson (Pearson, 2011) are some
of the best examples. This approach embraces some ecological thinking of using plants that do not require fertilisers or watering. They also
embrace the yearly rhythm of growth and decay by leaving the plants
to decay through the winter to enjoy the aesthetic of the dead stems.
Yet both work from entirely designed schemes. The designer makes the
various arrangements look natural but they are entirely controlled. With
the exception of some recent experiments in their own properties which
have been mentioned but not described in the lectures and publications
I have had access to, composition is total. Improvisation is limited to a
minimum. What is aimed is the creation of an idealised nature.
In the case of Piet Oudolf, For example, his original garden was also
entirely planned. The only example that diverges is a recent area mentioned briefly in a lecture at the Garden Museum in London (8 October
2013). In this section, when his wife’s plant nursery closed, the plants
left were planted in a zone and left to fend for themselves. Not much
was said of either the results or the plants but what is described is a more
relaxed and less controlled attitude than can be seen in his commissions.

It is in the work of land artists that I often find most closeness. Louis
Leroy’s Ecokathedrals are some of the most relevant (Boukema, 2002).
There Leroy has set up ongoing processes of construction and seeded
ecological processes to increase diversity. Where I differ is that I work
more with the vegetal than the constructive in the landscape so far and
that I act more wilfully on this living material. With a number of artists
working in the 1950s to 70s, such as Herman de Vries (De Vries, 2014),
Lois Weinberger and Time Landscapes by Alan Sonfist (1978) (Kastner,
1998, p. 150), processes of ecological succession were set up or / and
framed but these are intended not to be touched. There seems to be an
over-protection of nature as if it is wrong to act on it, cruel, as if it would
be ethically contaminated to do so. It is also worthy of note that most of
these works have not been well received by the local population as they
are perceived as messy and unattractive. These artists express a conservative separation of nature from humanity.
Gilles Clement in his garden La Vallee
(unknown 2018)

In these projects, all human action is seen as damaging, yet some of the
most biodiverse European ecosystems are man-made – traditional meadows and coppiced woods for example.

Dan Pearson bought a large property in the West of England where he is
using a process of editing out. I have only managed to gather this from
small pieces of information so I have not yet been able to gauge the
type of experimentations that are taking place. From the few pictures I
have seen, the aim is primarily the creation of an idealised landscape,
extremely tasteful, light and pretty. (lectures at Garden Museum in London on 5 September and 8 October 2013)
In both their experiences, and those of other gardeners and artists
(Bourriaud, 1998), who have developed a new way of caring, it is key to
have a space where this is made possible in order to test this over time.
This often happens in the actual property of the designer but it could be
imagined in a location that is available for a long period of time. What
matters is both the opportunity to experiment and that of communicating
this experiment to inspire others. Time is necessary for the ecosystem’s
response.
We aim to sculpt the landscape, gradually, by dancing with it and choreographing our moves. We accept weeds in a way that they don’t. We are
attracted to a rougher appearance, theirs is prettier.
Gilles Clement has been mentioned already and of all the landscape
designers, he has been the main inspiration.
We have also integrated techniques of land management used in the
conservation of traditional farming ecosystems. We have collated knowledge of ecological meadow and forest management over the years, on
which we base our landscape / environmental art practice. Our work
is highly different. They aim to recreate the countryside as it was before
its industrialisation, to conserve a landscape of the past, at times with
nationalistic tendencies (Wolschke-Bulmahn, 1997). This is a task that is
impossible to achieve (Orion, 2015). Yet we share with them the drive
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My experience of our Landscape Gestures is that diversity has increased
because our diverse activities, with varying levels of openness, lead to
a broader range of habitats. The place is more diverse thanks to human
activity. Human activity is negative when it is uniform and too intense, or
applied too often.

Gilles Clement, L’île Derborence, Lilles

This question of perception, how to frame an untouched succession
process in an urban environment is key. The recent experiments of Gilles
Clement will be discussed further in the Ph.D. document.

Time Landscapes by Alan Sonfist (1978)

Louis Leroy’s Ecokathedrals in Mildam

David Nash’s Ash Circle piece in particular has similarities to our work
where we use a platonic geometric shape on the land (Nash, 2007). Yet
Nash’s piece is more controlled to create a perfect abstract form, a half
sphere dome from a circle of ash trees. This is impossible but nonetheless
it is attempted with a particularly complex process of forcing the trees
into shape by cutting segments almost surgically and making them grow
back together, as you would a graft. Much of the quality of this piece
comes from the contrast between the ideal form aimed at and the unavoidable irregularity of the result.
My practice is located somewhere between Clement and Nash. We choreograph more formally than Clement yet the plants can improvise more
than Nash’s.
There are parallels with Spiral Jetty by Robert Smithson where a spiral
shape gives form to the crystallisation processes of a salt lake (Tsai,
2004). In my case form is given by the act of cutting in more or less
ephemeral ways instead of adding rocks to shape a land form. Yet
similarly to Smithson, I have an attraction for the process of decay and
growth, of chaos, of what he called entropy. He seems to focus on
processes leading to oblivion. I have also an attraction to growth and
prettiness. It is the combination that attracts me, the balance between
the cycles of growth and decay. This can be seen in many of the pictures
I take, for example a flower is a jewel in a rough landscape. It shows my
balance between positivity and negativity.
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Sanctarium by Herman de Vries (Kock 2012)

A Line Made by Walking – Richard Long – 1967

Meadow Section – 2013

In the summer of 2009, I saw the retrospective of Richard Long’s work
at Tate Britain in London – Heaven and Earth. I remember mostly being
attracted to the question of the act of walking as an art form and the
combination of text, maps and photographs to convey this aesthetic act
in the gallery environment.

When you look at the piece I made in Courtyard Meadow in 2013, you could
think that it is a similar work to Long’s Line Made by Walking. After all, isn’t
mine just a line made by mowing? Yet they are substantially different. Long’s
is an ephemeral work where the artist is involved for a day; our work is one of
care which happens over a year as a minimum and in this case over decades.

But visually, what probably formed a permanent image in my mind is the
piece called A Line Made by Walking. This work was done by walking up
and down a straight line in a pasture until the grass had been flattened.
The position of the artist, as is generally the case with Long’s work is to
go to a place that is seemingly devoid of people – although in this case it
is clearly farmed land – and to make a gesture which is then recorded –
here with a photograph.

Long’s is a romantic exercise of man going to “nature” to leave a mark of his
presence on the land ; ours is a regime of care that takes place over time. This is
an act of dwelling, of belonging.

Long is not part of this landscape; he is a Romantic hero leaving a mark,
generally in a sublime landscape. Although he has linked his work to the
picturesque landscape garden movement and its focus on movement, his
work does not include the constancy of care, the process-based characteristic that the first landscape picturesque movement inherently has.
What he is referring to is the informal composition system of the English
landscape garden tradition.
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This is most clear when you think that our work is not only the line itself. It also
includes the care of the meadow. Whereas Long uses the pasture as a found
canvas, we treat the meadow as a key element of the work on which we act in
order to influence the dynamics and diversity of its fauna and flora. Everything
you see in our picture – apart from the sky – is in one way or another, and generally lightly, acted upon. The entire meadow is a material we influence, even if
we act little throughout the year.
The work is constantly in progress, it is alive. Although Long’s does have interest
in the gradual disappearance of his marks, he does not get involved with it. He
is not interested in how these marks affect the ecological dynamics of the place.
Long sees the landscape as fixed, we see the landscape as dynamic.
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Timeframeworks and phrases
There is a distinction to be made between these nurturing acts. Some do
not react to what happens and others do.
The non-reactive are called in improvisatory parlance “non-sensory”
(Smith, 1997, p. 32). In our case, the yearly harvesting of hay, or the
predetermined mowing of a straight line, are “non-sensory”. These create
frameworks. The meadow harvest is a timeframework, within which the
meadow improvises; it sets the beginning and end of the yearly choreography. It also defines the type of plant community, forms a degree of
unity of texture. The mowing of a predetermined pattern creates a spatial
framework that reveals the variations in plant communities through contrast and scale. Both reveal, clarify, the processes taking place through
contrast in textures.
The reactive processes such as the Garden in Movement procedure are
“sensory”. I call them phrases. Mowing is carried out where there are
unwanted plants. It reacts to where these plants thrive at that point. The
procedure is often also pre-decided, “referent” (Smith, 1997, p. 29), but
not always. The acts nonetheless are generally like “personal clichés”, or
“standard modes of response” that have been used before and gradually
evolve over time (Smith, 1997, p. 32).

Communal rituals: Caring for others
Human activities is a primary driver in my projects. I am attuned to their
daily and seasonal rhythms.
As we have seen in Settings, this approach to the use of building is to
create a broad usefulness. I do this through a keen interest in people’s
behaviour. My method is to map extreme types of desired possible
behaviour, locate them on the site where the environmental conditions
are best allocated. Then I give form to the spatial instruments that will
create the desired affordance. I have practised this primarily on houses.
This approach has been extended to complex urban ecosystems in our
teaching at the University of Westminster in the undergraduate Design
Studio 9, which I teach with Camilla Wilkinson.
The basis of our approach is that a city such as London is an ecosystem
where a complex set of relationships and exchanges take place. Instead
of ignoring them and considering a site as a blank page, we see the site
as inhabited by these relationships. These are seen as both forming the
qualities of an area and resources. One of our aims is to help the students see the dynamics at play and build a project from them.
Lucian Grant’s proposal for a food market
that works in symbiosis with a food recycling
charity.
Daytime activity plan of the ground floor
showing the market.
(Grant, 2012)
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Our approach is to embrace the mess that life is – our first brief was titled
The Beauty of Mess – We wish to avoid simplifying the world, cleaning it
all up to create a “page blanche”. Using existing activities as the driver is
a way to ensure that the scheme does not destroy the ecosystem already
present, that it is enriching it instead of simplifying it.
Our projects are typically set in deprived areas of London.
The first exercise is to carefully look at how the place functions as ecosystem in order to find areas for improvement and resources that could
be used to deliver them. The students develop their findings through
mapping and timelines to understand that these activities have both loca-
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tions and rhythms which you need to understand in order to be able to
connect different ones symbiotically and layer them in the same site.
The students then develop existing rituals or add others by tweaking
the dynamics or plugging into them. These are understood with a time
dimension as choreographies of rituals and rhythms. They take the form
of an area-wide – or at times London-wide – strategy.
In order to encourage the students to work with a complex set of ecological relations, the briefs are for buildings that integrate two uses: one chosen by us for the year, the other by the students. For example, a market
structure that provides a community facility or a live-work co-housing
scheme where the inhabitants can develop their businesses. Another year
we looked at a co-housing scheme that provided a community facility.
The point of this methodology is to create highly-flexible spaces through
hosting two substantially different functions. We wish to create a broad
affordance that could be useful for other future uses. In other words, our
aim is to avoid a functional approach by looking at usefulness, shared
spaces, links, blurred zones and overlap.
These activities usually have different rhythms, they happen at different
times or simultaneously. The students work with timelines and timed
plans to choreograph these rhythms.
The type of activities that have been used and exchanged so far include
various regimes of care, both in the public / communal and private
realms. They tend to be daily, or at times, seasonal activities, often
activities associated with the domestic and feminine such as cleaning,
cooking, gardening (food and aesthetic), looking after pets, DIY (repair,
decorating, etc.). They also include livelihoods, enterprises such as
restaurants and other forms of food production, retail, maintenance and
small-scale manufacture.
The first level of our findings has been that the relationship between two
or more uses – community / societal, personal / private, productive – can
be defined as a symbiosis where each party gains more than it gives to
the other use. A single activity can thus benefit multiple realms. Looking
after dogs is a form of exercise, a social activity that creates bonds, an
expression of care, company. Taking a dog for a walk increases street
safety. Enterprise, when embedded in the social network, also provides
the same multiplicity of exchanges and thus increased resilience.
It also maximises the usefulness of a site in the context of London where
land value is high. There is a complex layering of relations, an intensification.
Resources are used in an ecological fashion, each resource being used
repeatedly. This is true for effort as much as matter. Sharing effort has
been a key element. Mothers come together to develop a business and
simultaneously care for their children as a group.
Lucian Grant’s proposal for a food market
that works in symbiosis with a food recycling
charity.
Timeline of activities over a day.
(Grant, 2012)
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This is an essentially ecological approach that aims to enrich the existing
ecosystem and its complex web or relations instead of destroying what is
there. This is a direct criticism of the separations of modernity that look at
efficiency in simplified terms by looking at single elements taken out of
context. Modernity only looks efficient if you look at a single element on
a short time frame. If you take into account all factors, it produces little
per area and amount of resources when looked in a long-term frame.
This is true of agriculture just as much as industry.

117 · Nurturing – Landscape Gestures

A rich ecosystem is a highly-layered one, one where a broad diversity
of species and activities cohabit in a complex range of relations and
exchanges. This is why such systems are highly productive and less vulnerable, they use the space and resources in the most intense way. Each
being is a key actor in multiple ways; there is redundancy in how each
needs is provided.
The combination of the experiences in my practice and the Design Studio work, have led me to conclude that in order to work on rich ecological systems you need to accept that it:
• is too complex to entirely map or comprehend
• is always in flux, constantly changing
• cannot be controlled – at best you can tweak an existing place or
start the process of development of a new one.
This acceptance of a lack of control does not mean we should not work
in this way; it means that we have to start from a humble position of
helping the system increase its resilience and efficacy.
Our findings have also been in terms of the typologies that support these
relational networks which we have described above in the layered habitats section.
It is key to point out that the aim is to create a situation where the dwellers are in control and able to develop their lives and environment – they
are seen as “creative users” (Hill, 2003) not passive receivers of a service.
When we designed the studio proposal we were thinking in terms of
formless qualities in architecture (use, environmental) and sustainability
with an aim to address the challenges of the most deprived in London. I
now realise that what we ended up looking at specifically is ecological
architecture and city making. How urban ecosystems can be tweaked,
altered, not only as energy and material cycles but also as social and
mental ecologies. Our methodology embraces the dynamics and processes of existing urban ecologies to increase relations and exchanges.
Our studio investigates the creation of synergies.
Our references have been broad. We have used many Japanese architects
for their drawing techniques showing human activities, such as Bow
Wow and Junya Ishigami. We looked at Lacaton Vassal and Cedric Price
as references in flexibility. MUF’s Making Space, an urban study for Dalston (2013), AAA’s R-Urban concept (Petcou, 2012), and Lina Bo Bardi’s
POMPEIA (de Oliveira, 2006) have been analysed for their analysis of
existing communities.
The tools the studio has further developed are activity drawings and
models, timelines (symbiotic), timed plans. These types of representation
were inspired by the sections and plans produced by Bow Wow for the
book Graphic Anatomy (Bow Wow, 2007) and Junya Ishigami (Ishigami,
2008) showing inhabitation within. The timelines and timed plans were
inspired by Cedric Price (Price, 2003) and the programmatic timeline
proposal for the harbour area of Yokohama by OMA (Koolhaas et al.,
2002, pp. 1220-1221). It is key to point out that none of these representations are understood as what will actually happen, they are tools
to think a complex web of activities, and relations happening in time and
place. The importance is not what is shown, it is the layered complexity
that the buildings afford.
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One of the first years of the meadow with
serendipitous paths designed intuitively as
we mowed.

The challenge for our studio has been the visual domination of contemporary architectural culture in English academia; selling the intelligence
of the relational systems created has been difficult. Even though the
University of Westminster is in many ways one of the less infected by the
visual bias disease, it is nonetheless dominant. For the critics or panels
obsessed with beautiful or sublime visuals, the most carefully defined
and experimental rituals of care, and the instruments that support them,
do not have sufficient visual aura to obtain the highest accolades.

Comforting – regime of care and climate
I have mentioned in the spatial instrument section that we deal with
comfort as an activity, as comforting. This is done by giving the dweller a
choice of location with different conditions that they can move between,
opening and closing doors and windows or heating with wood. Each
activity is simple to understand, limited in effort and pleasurable. Technology is used sensibly – primarily insulation, openables, ventilation and
wood burning stoves. A well-insulated and exposed building requires
little extra heat. The exception is the felling and chopping of trees which
is a physical exercise.
The environmental strategy is thus understood as a series of rituals
connected to each other. Trees are cut to shape the landscape, the wood
is seasoned, it is then burned. The ashes and CO2 are then used by the
growing trees.
Through this succession of activities we are warmed, we maintain the
land, we make with others. We are connected with the seasonal rhythms,
those of succession, those of the global climate, human rhythms, daily
ones. We are connected both to the past and the future at different timescales.
Importantly, this relation of comfort to activity limits over-consumption.
As opposed to a mechanised system that maintains temperature regardless of whether it brings comfort to the individuals or not, comforting
adapts directly to perception.
I would like to point out here that this is no resistance to technology – these projects use technology – it is a critique of the passivity of
inhabitants today and of the mechanistic mind that has created it, of
this generalisation of human diversity that creates increasingly uniform
environments. My aim is not to resist technological change; I wish to trial
and demonstrate alternative uses of it that lead to a diversified environment where inhabitants can actualise their comfort. There is no point
resisting the emergence of society, it is much more effective to tweak it,
to work with it in order to limit its negative tendencies.

Conclusion
The Landscape Gestures series shows a fascination for ecological processes, engaging with them, expressing them, supporting their resilience.
It is the life, its diversity and changing qualities that are the main element
of its aesthetic. The rituals make them visible by framing them and showing contrast between different ones
Its analysis has revealed another category of open patterns – Nurturing
acts. Just as the Setting patterns such as Spatial Instruments, they combine through an act – a practice of space – multiple ecological dimensions, personal, communal, ecological resilience through diversity as
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well as the resulting spatial conditions and aesthetic. There is a performative quality that leads to a sense of belonging, of enmeshment, and a
strengthening of bonds and complexity.
Setting patterns are also used in this series but more as they were found:
the diversity of existing biotopes, both in terms of the spatial qualities
and the actors within it, a range of specific props are also used. We can
see that the nurturing patterns transform the setting and the environment
affords certain rituals. The relationship between them is enmeshed.

Openness
There are variations in how open or closed the processes are but none
imposes a total preconceived vision. Some areas are left freer than others. Some of the shaped trees are heavily sculpted but even in such cases
the tree is an equal designer of the result.
There is a letting go of control throughout, but not total. It is an invitation
for the ecosystem to dance with us as one and all are leading. Some
of the results are inevitably messy and rough at times, but this is seen
as a positive sign of its openness. Control is sometimes applied prior,
sometimes during, sometimes both, but always light. It only gets tougher
when dealing with thugs and bullies such as nettle or bramble but not in
order to eradicate them; they are necessary; only to stop their dominance
that reduces the diversity overall. Nurturing acts can be seen as a form of
balancing feedback loop.
There are varying degrees of care. Sometimes we are very gentle, at other
times rough, tough, some would say cruel, in particular towards the
dominant ones. Yet we always care for the diversity of the entire ecosystem as well as an aesthetic enjoyment of it.
In this area of loose control where I like to practise, it could be said that
the level of control is always the same: light. It is a fostering kind of control as opposed to a military one. Different degrees of openness, different
scales, will be less controlling for some and more for others. If you never
cut an area, larger plants will gradually move in and these will stop
smaller plants growing there. Giving agency to one species can indirectly
reduce the agency of another. In other words, with fostering you define
affordances, and as any affordance, it is specific to the being in question.
When you give affordance to one, it may reduce that of another. Whichever mode is chosen there are always some losers, you can only nurture
some. Balancing who benefits most is the essence of the game. This is
often resolved by an heterogeneity of rituals so that different areas benefit
different equilibriums, different ecologies.

Working with
With all these examples, we work with what is there, with what emerges.
And we find forms that we then enhance. And the process starts again.
There are waves of control, with long recessions of letting go and just
looking.
There is a strong sense created of being part of this landscape, yet of also
being distinct. The various parts of the landscape have character and a
negotiation is necessary. This can be like arm wrestling at times; at other
time it feels more like a nudge.
The result is what I call a Dialectical Picturesque, understood in the
original sense of the picturesque: a process-driven way of designing with
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a place, not only an organic formal language reminiscent of the countryside (Watkin, 2012). It is based on what was there already and is never
finished. For me, an ecosystem is an emergent system as is a human
brain, and as such it is capable of thought and imagination.
The history of the development of the Dialectical Picturesque, of this
process-based branch of the picturesque in landscape and building architectures, is too long too include in this document and may form a future
research project.
In the following series, we will see that the use of Setting Patterns, focussing on Spatial Instruments, can also be achieved with tension between
inert and growing material, or humans and other species.
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Setting 2 – Ruinations
In the previous chapter, we looked at the Nurturing Patterns mostly
through the Landscape Gestures series; we now will look at Setting
Patterns again in the Ruinations series.
In the Ruinations series, buildings have been treated as gardens for plants
to grow on – literally. This means that the buildings’ fabric form biotopes
for plants to grow. It does not mean that the buildings copy the wobbly
shapes of nature, or the topography of landscapes, or that the detailing or
structures imitates vegetal forms.
Plants are given agency; there isn’t a fixed planting scheme to be
achieved; a biotope is created to invite a certain type of plant
community.
There are two scales of ruination to describe, firstly that of the interaction
between inert and growing matter. Secondly the typological scale, that
integrates diverse biotopes, for humans and plants.

Setting Patterns as sculpted biotopes
Similarly to designing biotopes by focussing primarily on human activity,
I design biotopes focussing more on plant communities. This can be by
designing walls that can support – with simple means such as the porosity of the cladding material – growth such as lichen or climbers. It can be
by creating roof gardens and planted courtyards.
What is specific about my approach is that I aim to limit, to avoid,
mechanical maintenance which is both unsustainable and that detaches
vegetal and human rhythms from that of the weather and seasons. In
simple terms, my gardens virtually need no watering. They use the rain
that falls on the land in a low tech way. The system is thus resilient. It
eschews the usual green walls that fail and die during a spell of drought.
Plants in such schemes are not seen as living beings requiring a specific
type of habitat that you create but as wallpaper that you make grow
where it is desired for visual reasons by supporting it with mechanical
prosthetics. The plants are under perfusion. It is interesting to compare
this with the work of Azuma Makoto (http://azumamakoto.com) who produces entirely artificial environments and expresses clearly the fact that
they are – which is not the case with most architectural examples that
tend to hide the pipework required for the functioning of the system.
In our case, the interest is not in defining an image that you design a
system to support but more setting up a process primarily by designing
the environmental conditions. The meaning comes not from the exact
specification of each plant but from the way the biotopes are sculpted
both in terms of forms as well as environmental conditions. The environmental conditions define a type of ecosystem or plant community that
can thrive in this space. This is then left to develop with little attention.
In this sense a process is set up primarily through the design of its habitat
with, at times, the seeding of a plant community.
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Lichen House
Recladding and restructuring of an existing
bungalow in Emsworth, England. Completion
2009
This is the cladding taken in summer 2015,
after 5-6 years. We have been very lucky with
the ochre yellow colour of the main lichen that
is thriving which shines in contrasts with the
anthracite grey cladding we chose for the roof.

Lichen House
The first project that aimed to integrate ageing was Lichen House.
From a fascination for the way lichen and / or moss, over time, cover
industrial and agricultural buildings clad with cement boards, I decided
to use the same material to clad a house.
This material welcomes such life because it is slightly porous which
means that the cladding stays wet after a rainfall for a sufficient duration
to allow these organisms to thrive. It is also not wet enough and nutritious enough an environment to permit other plants to take hold which
would limit the growth of these smaller beings.
Lichen and moss are the first organisms capable of photosynthesis to colonise areas as they do not require many nutrients. On the ground, over
time, their growth and decay creates soil which can then be colonised
by larger plants; they are the beginning of the ecological process of succession. On such cladding, unless in very protected environments, the
wind blows this organic matter and thus the process does not develop
further. This can also be seen on the bark of tree trunks that also share
this porosity.
The Arts and Crafts movement shared an interest in lichen and other
forms of weathering but here the status of the substrate is different.
They used traditional local materials (such as stone, brick, render, etc.),
whereas I used an industrialised product readily available throughout the
world.
In both cases, although there might be some small intervention during
the growth, the ecosystem develops by itself. This can also be seen in
Tree Cracks where a slab is planted with trees so that as they grow they
gradually break the slab.

Lichen House – front (Marinescu, 2009)
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Tree Crack (2013)
Such setting up of processes of ruination can be seen in this project for a
front garden of a Victorian terraced house in Hackney, in East London.
The first element of the scheme is in the front garden which forms part
of the first phase of this project. It is small but it has been an occasion to
experiment with a closer and tenser relationship between construction
and plants.
The front garden of the house was covered with a concrete slab and an
ash tree was growing in a corner, pushing this pillar away. The concrete
and brickwork were covered with moss and lichen forming a beautiful
patina. Various cracks also ran through the slab.
I am interested in the relation between the plants and the concrete, in
the tension between the two natures. The tree breaking the slab and the
concrete restraining the tree. The tension is potentially destructive for
both parties but also a powerful moment.
The original design was composed of circular holes drilled into the existing concrete that will be just big enough for planting a small tree and
shrubs with the idea that in time they will add cracks to the scheme as
their trunks enlarge the holes.
Something happened during construction; one day I came to site and the
slab had disappeared. This entirely destroyed the original concept. But
we decided to recast it with cracks designed to look as if a tree had created them. What interests me here is that the design reacts to what happens on site. Designing is in some ways like gardening, not only through
the design process and inhabitation, but also through construction.
If the same thing happened now, I would do the same but make the fake
cracks narrower so that the process of ruination started earlier.

Shibboleth (2007-08)

Tree Crack
Front garden redesign in London – 2013
The original weathered concrete slab covering
the front garden.
The original concept was to preserve the slab
and drill a number of holes into which trees
will be planted so that as they grow they further
its ruination.
The contractor removed the slab without permission and an alternative slab was cast with
a preformed crack. Trees, chosen by the client,
have been planted that will eventually start
the ruination and thus bring back the original
concept of a process being accelerated.
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In 2007, Colombian sculptor Doris Salcedo, created a giant crack in
the equally large Turbine Hall of Tate Modern in London. The piece was
called Shibboleth, which means “a custom, principle, or belief distinguishing a particular class or group of people, especially a long-standing
one regarded as outmoded or no longer important” (Oxford Dictionary).
Although I had seen this piece a few years prior designing Tree Crack and
both pieces obviously share a crack in concrete, I see them as entirely
different.
I perceive Shibboleth as a fossilised piece that refers to a process but is
not a process in itself. The crack was created new and was not intended
to develop further – this was an ephemeral piece that existed only for the
few months of the installation. It represents a process which is intended
to stand for something. Its timeframe was less than a year, including
fabrication.
Tree Crack is a piece in development. It evolves through the inhabitation
of the place. Its timeframe is decades and beyond.
Although the built version starts from a recreation, this is not trying to
exactly imitate an actual crack; it clearly defines itself as a sign. And the
piece will continue evolving over time. The crack will extend; a hairline
one is already appearing.
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Tree Crack (2013) – after casting above and
newly planted by owner below

Shibboleth – Doris Salcedo (2007-08)
(photograph by Kowaleski, 2007-08)

Continuerà a Crescere Tranne che in quel
Punto – Giuseppe Penone
(Continue to Grow Except at that Point)
(1968-2003)

Giuseppe Penone (1968-2003)

Tree Crack – original sketches

The piece that I see Tree Crack as being closest to is a piece called
Continuerà a Crescere Tranne che in quel Punto (Continue to Grow
Except at that Point) (1968–2003). It is composed of a growing tree
(Ailanthus altissima) strangled by a hand cast in bronze.
I discovered this sculpture after the realisation of Tree Crack but it shares
the similar concept of limiting the growth of a tree at one point, a form of
strangulation. In Penone’s case it is a hand in bronze on the trunk, in my
case a concrete slab at ground level.
Apart from the obvious location and material changes, there is a fundamental difference which is linked to the material. The bronze hand is
stronger than the concrete. It may be that it also will be deformed by the
growth of the tree but I perceive it as man having the upper hand. With
the concrete slab, it is a balanced situation. You can imagine that the
forces are reciprocal. You are not sure who will win.
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Andrea Villar Rojas – Where the Slaves Live, 2014
The work with most affinity to Tree Crack some of the practice of Adrian
Villar Rojas such as this piece which I saw in the Fondation Vuitton in
Paris. It expresses what I am driven towards, these processes of growth
and decay, this mixture of building material, earth and plants. Something raw, moist, rough, alive, eroding. It is a position that acknowledges
entropy, yet with hope.
It also represents the contrast between these processes and the usual
image of the permanence of the museum’s surrounding architecture
– its neatness, its completeness, its death-like fixity, despite, or maybe
because of, the formal convulsions of Frank Gehry’s design. This is the
opposition between an architecture thought out of time and a sculpture
that is present as it is connected to multiple rhythms.
This opposition I feel both in terms of the reactions of other architects to
my work and sometimes within myself.
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Under the Meadow

Under the Meadow

On the same property as Tree Crack, I was commissioned to design an
extension.

Restructuring, extension and landscape design
for this Victorian Terrace House in London.
First phase completed in 2013 – second phase
on hold.

The proposal applies on a smaller project the concept developed for Five
Gardens and Ten Rooms and Under the Garden. Instead of the usual
approach of trying to make the half basement feel like a ground floor, the
strategy is to make it feel like a brightly lit underground labyrinth carved
out of a raised terraced garden. Inside the extension you are under a
meadow that you see growing and decaying through the skylight as the
year goes by. In the garden, you move between the roots of the trees in
the large planters. Over time these brick planters will be deformed by the
growing roots.
The garden, including the extension roof, forms a variety of biotopes
linked by a rainwater cycle strategy which will make planters with different levels of hygrometry from very dry to marsh-like, and even a pond.
The garden is a giant “rain garden” (Dunnet & Clayden, 2007). This is
a concept of urban drainage that aims to allow the water to seep in the
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Opposite: view from the garden towards the
house.
Above: view from the inside of the extension
towards the garden.

ground; only the overflow in case of large downpours is channelled to
the sewers. Just as important as the sustainability value, this means being
able to grow the lush and tall plants that thrive in damp soil.
Tree Crack and Under the Meadow both have an aesthetic based on
processes of growth and decay. Roots and earth are both major elements
in the effect – and cost – of the design. Both tend towards decay yet also
celebrate growth. There is a balance between what we usually see in
gardens and what is usually hidden.
The process of this project has been gardening-like, the client wished to
avoid borrowing large amounts so decided to do the work in small stages
– three so far. This meant a fluid design process where new elements
arrived. The fact that the contractor removed the slab also meant that the
concept needed to be adjusted to the new condition. This is a typical gardener transition, a sense of an effect which is adjusted according to what
happens, a reaction to a surprise or accident.
But it also shows the limits of the gardening methodology. Firstly, on a
small building such as this, fees and construction costs become high
as you lose much efficiency in segmenting the process. This is partially
balanced by the lowering in risks associated with borrowing.

Under the meadow
Section and plans
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In the books are a few revealing detail drawings that show very precisely
the relationship between the plant, their roots, and the stones. There
is great beauty in the way the roots infiltrating the joints are drawn. It
shows a precise understanding of their behaviour, the knowledge of an
experienced gardener who would have seen and experienced physically
these plants.

Gertrude Jekyll and Edwin Lutyens
One of the influences of the Dialectical Picturesque movement was the
appreciation of ageing, of the effect of time over architecture, the traces
of time left by weathering and human activity on structures, as well as an
appreciation of the ageing on trees, of climbers taking over buildings, of
lichen growing on walls, of how the passing of time was expressed.

It is also notable that the chosen plants are small and those that have a
gentle roots system that is unlikely to shift the stones.

This relationship is not always easy. Some plants such as lichen – not
strictly a plant but plant-like – and some climbers, can grow on buildings
without negative impact on either the interior climate or the solidity of
the structure, yet others can be detrimental. We humans need fairly dry
air to be healthy, whereas most plants need some humidity. Humidity
can also, especially in association with frost, damage masonry material,
stone and brick. Furthermore, the roots if they grow in masonry can
damage the structural integrity of the wall. Keeping buildings dry and
plant-free in general has been seen as good practice.

For the first time, someone is purposefully designing masonry enmeshed
with earth and living plants, as opposed to following a tradition.
There is then a long and difficult history through the modern movement
of roof gardens. This is the first time in Europe and other fairly wet areas
of the world – with a few exceptions in some thatched and turfed roofs –
that suspended gardens appear. This was made possible by the development of new waterproofing solutions.

In Europe, there was some appreciation of this relationship in follies
such as grottoes and ruins but they were avoided on main buildings.
This can be found especially in grottoes of the 18th century where the
growth of moss, ferns and algae – as well as other plants or plant-like
material – was encouraged by using porous stone which combined with
the humidity created by fountains and in caves forms a good substrate for
such plants. Otherwise, buildings were – ideally – fresh, crisp and newly
painted.
So when the picturesque and later the Arts and Crafts aesthetic started
to embrace ageing and the invasion of vegetation on buildings, it was
nothing short of revolutionary.
These movements focussed on plants that did not damage the structure, as long as they were kept in check. Climbers were planted against
walls, lichen was encouraged by choosing materials that could be left
unpainted and had sufficient water retention. Some succulent plants
were planted on roofs. Between the late 18th to the 1920s, an extraordinary revolution has happened; lived-in buildings are gardened, taken
over by vegetation, and a language develops which will have such
extraordinary success that it is seen as banal and at times kitsch by
many today.
Most of this revolution nonetheless kept a clear line between plants and
building material – the vegetation grows on the side of walls with their
roots in the ground, or in the case of moss and lichen who have no, or
limited, roots systems, on the surface. Even in the case of grottoes, if
planting is added on top of the construction, it is in trough like depressions in the masonry. In the early 20th century, a new breakthrough
appears in the arts and craft garden, for the first time plants are purposefully planted within the masonry. This most probably was inspired by
looking at existing examples that happened without human direction,
such as on utilitarian dry stone walling between fields.

Although these developments have been ground-breaking, both in terms
of technique and the spatial qualities that arise, they are in some ways a
development of the planter typology. They are larger planters that allow
larger plants, planters that can be the size of gardens.
But they are a clear delineation between building and earth which is also
clearly expressed in the modernist language of technological surfaces.
Plants are on top of buildings but it is almost as if they don’t touch.
Gertrude Jekyll drawings in Wall, Water and
Woodland Gardens (1901) and Garden for
Small Country Houses (1912)

There are a few well known examples of plants growing on surfaces, for
example Patrick Blanc’s living walls which grow moisture-loving plants
within a fairly thin layer of felt separated from the rest of the wall with a
cavity as a rain-screen cladding system (https://www.verticalgardenpatrickblanc.com). Nonetheless the wall surface is perceived as growing.
Another is the Tokyo Prada store by Herzog and De Meuron where
moss is grown on lava rock that is sprayed regularly in a courtyard
(https://uk.pinterest.com/pin/441775044668600317/).
In both of these examples, the surfaces are kept alive with the use of constant mechanised irrigation; this mechanisation limits the effects of decay,
until it breaks, at which point the entire surface can die very quickly in
periods of draught. I have an instinctual dislike of such systems, probably because our first roof garden had an automatic watering system
that broke during a summer holiday during a hot spell with disastrous
consequences. Such systems lack resilience, they are ecosystems under
perfusion; they are weak.

The earliest clearly described example I know is found in the books
of the most famous English plantswoman: Gertrude Jekyll (Jekyll, 1982,
p. 34). Planting in walls and paving was a passion. She would do this
wherever possible. This was not on the actual walls of lived-in buildings
but she developed systems for garden walls, retaining walls and paving.
All surfaces are colonised, with just enough left for ease of movement
and creating enough contrast to show of the plants.

A more convincing set of examples, in a tropical climate this time, are
a number of projects by Lina Bo Bardi (de Oliveira, 2006, pp. 120–123)
where various epiphytes grow on walls, especially bromeliads, many
of which are indigenous to Brazil. These are plants living harmlessly on
other plants; they are not parasites. Most of the plants we have discussed
so far are epiphytes (mosses, liverworts, lichen, algae, ferns, cacti,
orchids, bromeliads), or climbers which can be seen as half-epiphytes
– their roots are in the ground but they do need support. Bromeliads do
have roots but they are, as are many of the rock plants used by Gertrude
Jekyll, of limited strength, as they are mainly used to anchor the plant to
its support. This means that many of the walls designed by Lina Bo Bardi
are close to those of Gertrude Jekyll but this time they are external walls
of lived-in buildings. The plants mingle with the masonry.
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Lina Bo Bardi must have been a gardener.
It is also worth pointing out that in both of these examples, there is no
mechanised watering; the plants are chosen to thrive in the conditions
created for them.
I feel close to this position, both to the mingling between inert and living
matter and the ecological simplicity of the system, the resilience of the
system. I wonder whether the fact that these two designers are women
is relevant; it shows a capacity to conceive of the fields of buildings and
gardens as continuous, to allow them to merge, to interweave.
This brief history of plants in relation to buildings shows that gardens
have been integrated to buildings, although kept clearly separate and
gentle plants have been mingled with the building fabric. This is civilised,
it avoids destruction.

Pages from the book: Subtle Substances.
The Architecture of Lina Bo Bardi
(de Oliviera’s, 2006)

is not dangerous, yet the outcome is unclear. The plants have agency,
the plants will decide. It is worth pointing out that recent research has
demonstrated that plants do make decisions, they are sentient beings
that choose and communicate, in ways of doing so that are entirely alien
to us.
There is also an understanding of what can happen without using
mechanised watering. Instead of having a formal vision and forcing
this to happen with the help of technical props, the work creates an
ecosystem that is watered by the weather and the plants are those that
will grow under such conditions. The weather has agency. The entire
ecosystem has agency.
I know for many this is a strange idea to purposely create an unstable,
or partially unstable situation. Many people would ask why would you
do this?

Where my work differs, is that plants that are damaging to masonry are
mingled with it for the purpose of creating a process of decay of the
building material that will form the aesthetic. Instead of creating an
overall stable relation, tension leading to mutual partial destruction or
replacement is put in place; the work will not be the same later, it will
change. There is of course a degree of control, a definition of which
elements are allowed to enter this process and making sure that the result

At heart, this is a reaction to the ultra-controlled world we are increasingly living in. At least that of London and Europe. This drive towards
control creates a world where I feel uneasy and depressed. It tends
towards increasing monoculture. It denies death, ageing, change and
thus life. The idea of the future of a building is to maintain it in its
original state, that permanence is good, change is bad. This is not an
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Lina Bo Bardi – Valeria Cirell House (1957-58)
(Kon, 2002)

architect’s desire only, it is a societal one. It is of course delusional,
things do age, do change, but this resistance creates a disjunct between
what is, what will be and what is understood as desirable. This in my
view is where much of our contemporary angst lies – including mine.
As we have seen in the previous chapter, this is also inherently
weakening the resilience of the system by stopping its capacity to
adapt and learn.
Western society refuses time, refuses the present as a moving point
between past and future. It either conservatively seeks refuge in a factitious idea of the past or escapes to a future that will never be.
So these micro-projects where such processes are created instead
of being resisted are an attempt to define an aesthetic that precisely
expresses this condition of change in its combination of positive and
negative parts. Others have worked on this question but not quite in this
way. Each of these works makes you aware that they are in a process of
becoming, that when you come back 5, 10 or 50 years later, they will be
different yet the same.
All these projects can be seen as ruins, they express a close relationship
between man-made material and plants, the decay of inert material and
the growth of plants. They show the power of the vegetal overtaking our
buildings and thus reveal our vanity of thinking that we can outlive that
which supports us. This can show a potentially destructive tension at
times, or a mutually beneficial exchange, a symbiosis.
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Opposite:
The turf roofs of the saunas of Aalto at the Villa
Mareia
Photograph (Weston, 1997, p. 90) and detail
(website, 2018).

Designing with roots
I love roots and I love earth.
I love repotting plants, teasing out the roots that have started growing in
circles so that they grow outwards in the new soil.
Roots and the earth that they thrive in are often overlooked; they are out
of sight and out of mind. Many buildings that use plants provide too little
earth for the species they use. It is quite usual to see sections showing
trees without earth or such thin layers that they won’t support the size
intended. These architects aren’t gardeners.
Yet roots are just as important as the above-ground part of a plant, they
provide anchoring to form a foundation and resist wind load, they take
water and nutrients from the soil for the life and growth of the specimen.
They are structural and collect resources.
They also form an intelligence. In complex symbiosis with fungi, they
connect to other plants to share water, nutrients and information. The
root system of a specimen and the network they form with this symbiosis
provide an emergent system that is now considered as a form of cognition, which functions in association with the above-ground part of the
plants. It is of course unlike our own cognition but increasing research
shows that trees warn each other, share resources, support each other
and that this happens between species as well as within (Wohlleben,
2016).

When I design ruinations, I sketch sections, both at large and detailed
scale, that show how the roots would grow in relation to the built
elements, like Gertrude Jekyll’s details. These growing sections are key
because it is only if this is thought out properly that the plants will thrive
and grow to the scale expected and that the effect of them on the built
elements will be controlled.
The design of foundations is key if you are to plant trees close to buildings. Strip foundations can be a problem as they form a barrier to the
growth of tree roots that either have less space to grow or start growing
through them with problematic consequences. Piled foundations are
more likely to achieve success as they allow the roots to grow between
the piers.
The projects in this series are a study in how to design with roots, how to
express this moving medium, how to use them structurally, how to define
architecture with them and the earth they live in.

Earth is a complex living ecosystem including myriad organisms that
together decompose dead matter to create humus from which nutrients
are extracted.
Earth is often seen as dirt but for a gardener, providing the right soil for
a plant is one of the key essentials of gardening. The other being placing
the right plant in the right micro-climate. It is where much of the gardener’s labour lies. Planting a plant in the appropriate amount and type of
soil is key.
Earth is heavy and you need virtually the same volume as that of foliage
for most of the larger plants that grow in soil.
Not all plants, or plant-like beings such as algae and fungi, have roots.
The easiest plants to grow on buildings are those that have no or little
root system such as moss, ferns and other epiphytes. Other plants that
grow easily on buildings are climbers. Those use the ground but can
grow up entire buildings as they do on trees. This means that there is no
need to create a structure that carries the weight of earth
Roots make decisions; they choose to grow where they find moisture
and nutrients; they avoid chemicals that are dangerous for them. This is
similar to the way branches grow towards light and away from regular
damage.
You can more easily kill a plant by damaging its roots than its branches.
Yet roots are also powerful, they destroy masonry, lift foundations.
The speed of ruination increases when roots take hold.
As a gardener, you are used to hold roots and earth and develop a sense
of what they need and how to treat them.
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of them are placed on the top and accessed either from the back staircase or through other rooms. Three are small courtyards which provide
ventilation, a connection to the ground to plant large climbers that will
cover the building walls, as well as a garden composition that forms an
aspect to the surrounding rooms as Japanese courtyard gardens do.
One of these is covered with glass and is lit, partially, artificially.

Heterogeneous biotopes
As you may have noticed, the expression “living between the roots”
has been used earlier. This shows that although the two Setting series –
Open Vernacular and Ruinations, have been dealt as separate sections
so far, in practice, they are intertwined and imbricated closely. It is this
relation between the world of humans and that of plants that will be
focussed on now.

I see this arrangement as an imbrication of dry and wet spaces. You can
move through the house either staying always inside or moving between
inside and out.

10 Rooms and 6 Gardens
In parallel to The Farm and almost simultaneously, we bought and moved
into a new property in London which had an – existing – roof garden.
As there is no true garden and most walls cannot be used to provide
an aspect, the section is designed to provide 6 gardens – as well as 10
rooms – at various levels, each representing a different habitat defined
by the micro-climate created by the typology- a vegetable garden at the
front first floor roof, a mountain garden at the top, a meadow on the middle roof terrace, a green wall cascade in the light-well composed of ferns
and mosses growing on a rough wall, a light-well for a climber, as well
as an artificial and entirely internal tropical garden where all daylight
and watering is provided artificially.

All rooms open onto a garden. All gardens can be seen as rooms that you
can use temporarily. The three larger ones – the roofs – have identical
dimensions to the rooms below.
About halfway through the design of this project, I discovered at an
exhibition in Montreal at the Centre Canadien d’Architecture House A
by Ryue Nishizawa which has many similarities to the kind of relation
between inside and garden spaces I am exploring. It is also composed
of rooms although as the house is smaller and less tall, the staircases are
simpler and the rooms are thus more connected. They also offer views
to an interstitial garden that forms a margin between the house and the
property boundary as seems to be the case with many contemporary Japanese houses. In 10 Rooms and 6 Gardens the building has more storeys
and entirely fills the narrow property. The gardens are placed on top of,
or within the building instead of around its perimeter.

We adapted and trialled some of the improvisatory mode of gardening
used in our property in France in this smaller urban context on the existing roof garden. We will focus on the question of the three dimensional
integration of gardens and internal living spaces.
In the Open Vernacular series, we mention this project for its typology
of 10 multifunctional rooms linked by two staircases offering a flexible
environment. The 6 gardens are external versions of these rooms. Three

House A – Ryue Nishizawa (2010)
Below: 10 Rooms and 6 Gardens

Similarly, the inside is imagined as being full of plants that are grown in
pots to maintain flexibility and avoid over-humid conditions.
Another main difference is that the largest room of Nishizawa’s house
has a large sliding skylight that allows opening of half of the roof thus
this room is halfway between a courtyard and a room. In our case, one
room is also bright but the presence of a garden above means that it is lit
with a story high clerestory window (the room is two storey high).
The true difference is that the language of their building is white and
lightweight whereas I intended to reveal the brick and concrete structure
and party walls that support the earth above and form a fire separation
with the neighbouring buildings that are directly adjacent. This structure
is also thought as providing thermal mass to the building.
Discovering this project felt like having a discussion with its architects.
It felt as if we had the same aim in different sites, climates and cultures.
A fluid spatiality is in both; one that allows flexible use by allowing fluid
movement through multifunctional rooms; one that blurs the distinction between outside and inside throughout the building. Yet there is
a fundamental difference between their desire for an abstraction and
almost disappearance of the materiality, whereas my scheme aims to
reinforce the presence of the structure and fire separation elements and
express their role in tempering the climate and protecting from fire and
sound. It is a rawer and more defensive scheme. And this expresses an
urban culture that is louder and tougher, maybe less caring. The desire
for protection comes from a concern that the neighbour may be loud and
that our inhabitation may be rough. It is also an expression of a different
relationship to climate and a different climate. Maybe because summers
tend to be very hot and humid in Japan, houses have traditionally been
lightweight to maximise ventilation and also be less dangerous during
earthquakes. They are essentially large roofs to protect from rain and sun,
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Ryue Nishizawa
Above: Moriyama House (2002-2005)
Note how the building facade does not ‘touch’
the ground. (Sumner 2005)
Below: Garden and House (2006-2008)
(Ban 2013)

Architecture in this case provides a broad range of habitats organised in
layers. This variety defines species and activities.
The language of the actual build part is kept neutral and bland. Each
block is simple. Only the variety of heights and fenestration creates
a degree of variety. The real language is the vegetation, weather and
human activity that will take over.
It is worth pointing out that in rainy climes I avoid using white. White has
the tendency in these locations to give the impression that traces of algae
or dust created by the rain are dirty whereas on brick of grey colours,
they look like patina.

Japanese and Australian architects
It is important here to clarify the distinctions between this work and that
of other architects looking at the relationship of vegetation / nature /
garden and human life. The most interesting of them is Junya Ishigami,
especially his House with Plants, designed for a young couple, which
is one of his few concepts dealing with live vegetation that has actually
been built and inhabited (S.L, 2015, pp. 234–241). The other is the Venice Pavilion at the 2008 Venice Biennale (Ishigami, 2008, pp. 96–99).
In essence the house is a garden in a glasshouse within which a little
house is built for more private activities. The garden in the glasshouse
functions as a living space. An earlier scheme, Row House, was composed of a fully glazed glasshouse (Ishigami, 2008, pp. 53–59). Once
realized, the external envelope has only about a third of glazing in the
walls and the roof seems solid. This change corrects what seemed to me
a dangerous concept in terms of health and temperature in a climate
which is hot in the summer.

under which the inhabitants camp. I am attracted to the more direct connection to climate this architecture creates yet there is a resistance – from
me and others – that comes from a different way of practising comfort,
which we discussed in Open Vernacular.
Coming back to the question of blurring the distinction between garden and living space, what is clearly different is that most gardens are
above the building and that the building fabric is earthier and invaded
by plants. As we have seen, the smothering of the building under plants,
the design of every possible surface for growth, however small, seems
the key driver. It feels as if the gardener in me is constantly trying to
make buildings into landscapes. By this I mean to create micro-climates
and biotopes that support growth. The roofs are planted with meadows
that can be left to dry during heat-waves and trees from Mediterranean
climates. Only the vegetable patch terrace will require some watering;
and the glasshouse yard. Climbers are planted in the ground so that their
root system can grow deep to find moisture.
The building is an example of layering, each living being finding its
position according to the biotope it prefers. The climbers will grow
up the wall to the light with their feet in the ground for moisture and
nutrient. Meadows will be at the top for light. Mosses and ferns on the
shady walls and ground. You could imagine planting almost nothing
and letting it happen. Humans live in the middle of all this as if in a
forest, on multiple levels.

148 · Setting 2 – Ruinations

10 Rooms and 6 Gardens
View of Entrance courtyard and
double height room.

It may be relevant to mention that I am both driven to Ishigami work
yet feel detached from it and this is due to two main reasons. Firstly, the
building part of the envelope is internally white enamelled, probably
metal, although externally it might be a form of fibreboard. This expression of contrast between vegetation and a white and thin architecture,
common to many contemporary Japanese architects such as Sanaa,
seems strange to me. On the one hand the architecture expresses its
connection to the natural world by imbricating with it whilst keeping the
two clearly distinct. The two worlds superpose yet the building fabric is
designed in contrast to vegetation, using the aseptic white language of
the laboratory. In other words, the architecture aims to merge yet clearly
expresses itself as in opposition to the vegetal. It says: “don’t touch me”.
Its surface is not seen as a biotope but as a formal abstraction. This seems
to me schizophrenic. This aesthetic grew originally from the idea of making the architecture disappear behind the life that happens within but to
me this abstracted light and white architecture does nothing of the sort;
white architecture is very present.
It is surprising to me that in Japan, a country that is most famous for its
invention of the Zen philosophy and wabi sabi aesthetic which precisely
focusses on the ephemerality and flows of life, architects today would
negate this culture. This shows the extraordinary spread of modernity and
the illusion of control that it is based on. These white surfaces are never
pure for that long, algae starts growing on them sooner or later.
The other element that I am uncertain about is whether the damp environment of the “glass house” created is fit for human life. Within a fairly
broad set of temperatures (15 to 25 degree C), more than temperature,
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it is air humidity that is the main health factor – I am not talking here of
perceived comfort. A glasshouse is generally above such levels which
leads to my question. The amount of earth left exposed and the many
trees would create a damp environment. This might not be the case if the
plants used are from dry climates and the earth is kept dry but as far as I
can tell, those shown are not. The house does not seem to have substantial ventilation panels in the few available documents published so far.
These could get rid of humidity yet in Tokyo where the project is, this
would not be possible in winter which is as cold as in Western Europe.
This reinforces my impression of many of Ishigami’s design-based
research of the same aim of merging gardens and life in unusual ways.
Most seem to consider outside climate, climate in a glasshouse and
that of a house as more similar than they are. They are very different,
outside it rains, inside not (unless you make it rain), the temperature of
the outside, a glasshouse, and the inside of a home are also substantially
different.
Ishigami’s investigations thus seem more focussed on the formal and use
dimensions of a garden than an interest in the biotopes of each living
creature or the way plants live and die. He also seems charmed by the
pretty nature of gardens yet disgusted by the processes of growth and
decay. In other words Ishigami is interested in the beauty and cuteness of
vegetation more than its raw side.
Another project I discovered more recently through the Ph.D. process is
that of Mauro Baracco’s own weekend house in Australia (http://www.
baraccowright.com/gardenhouse/qwzsl7pteizxelf9igp3ldmhzc38sn). This
project uses an industrial glasshouse system such as those used by Lacaton Vassal’s projects with a system of platforms within, in a similar way
to that of Ishigami’s but without internal enclosure to shelter from light.
In its context of a sunnier and milder climate, it may be sufficiently ventilated to offer healthy levels of humidity throughout the year by opening
windows more constantly. It is also possible that the days in Australia are
not as long in summer as they are where I practise and thus there is less
need to create a dark environment to sleep. It nonetheless seems likely
that it will overheat in the summer as it is entirely glazed, although, this
being a weekend house, the life of the house may practically transfer
outside during that season.
These investigations – mine and others – investigate the limits of how we
can merge different habitats for living beings with different requirements
conditions for each species’ health, and at different times of the year. An
angle worth pursuing to solve this challenge may be duration; how long
can we spend in an environment that is not ideal for us.
Most of the examples shown have started from a conceptual and formal
point of view – it has been top down. My experimentation has happened
in the opposite direction, from testing on very small projects using the
agency of nature. It has started from gardening fairly simple situations
that came to me serendipitously and increasingly complex ones. From a
House above a Shop to the original building of 10 Rooms and 6 Gardens, gardening on a building has been tested in increasingly ecological
modes.
My results are less diagrammatically powerful, less iconographic, but
have softer environments for humans.
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Junya Ishigami – House with Plants
Original concept above (2008)
Built concept below, interior (unknown 2018),
exterior (Ishigami, 2013)
Facing page: 10 Rooms and 6 Gardens
interior view

This flow running down, on, and in the middle of, the building is
designed as it would be in a landscape, it is visible, it waters the gardens
as it trickles down. It reaches a wall covered with porous blocks of stone
onto which moss and ferns will grow. These will be allowed to dry in
case of extreme weather but as they are in a narrow courtyard and facing
North, this will be rare.

Instruments for climate
Many projects use the weather expressively, especially the rain. This is
done simply, often by having gutterless verges for roofs so that you can
see the rain falling in channels or ponds on the ground as is the case in
The Hall and 5 Alcoves, Lichen House, Two houses around a Loggia.
Sometimes the rainwater is channelled from roof to roof to create various
conditions of hygrometry as in 10 Rooms and 6 Gardens or Under the
Meadow. In each case the route ends in a rain-garden so that the water
seeps through the ground in the aquifer. The cycle of water is made visible and enjoyable.
For example in 10 rooms and 6 gardens, the flow of rainwater from
terrace to terrace creates different conditions – dry to wet. The idea of the
rainwater slowly percolating through the soil and dripping slowly from
terrace to terrace was inspired by an existing occurrence in an existing
building. This tempering of the speed of rainfall is a process of watering.
It is also an expression of the changes in weather – seeing water dripping
after the rain; the contrast between bright weather and the memory of a
downpour, between the rhythm of the weather and that of the architectural hydrology.

The building is an instrument for the weather, earth and plants to play,
water flows according to the rain, the earth stores and releases it gradually, plants take over.

Under the Meadow
Rainwater cycle section – gravity operates
the system, it is not mechanised

In some ways this is a form of framing of the elements that creates a
range of conditions in a similar way that the massing of buildings and
their openings creates different light conditions and level of shelter
outside and in. The buildings can also be seen as expressing the weather
– rain as well as shine – whilst creating the variety of biotopes described
above. They broaden the range of climatic conditions on the site for the
comfort of a broader range of plant and animal life with low-tech resilient systems.

Conclusion
This Ruination series investigates how close plants and building, or
plants and people can be brought together. It focusses on supporting and
expressing the flows of growth of decay, those of plants, people and that
of buildings and their fabric. It aims to bring plants as close as is healthy
for humans and safe for the building structure.
In Ruinations, there are three dimensions of a merging between landscape and building architectures. There is the merging of vegetation and
the fabric of buildings. This is done at a level that creates a tension that is
not seen in the work of architects or landscape designers whose visions
tend towards the idealistic, ironing the essential tension inherent in ecological processes. Artists have done this in more extreme and pessimistic
ways. My position is one of balance between the idealistic and the dystopian. In this sense it is not the Romantic view that sees ruins as melancholy objects, of what we have lost or are losing. My fascination for them
is as processes of both growth and decay, which help us to acknowledge
the inevitability of change and incompleteness as positive. Ruinations are
positive ruins.
Another layer is the merging of human space and external / plant space.
Compared with the architects I am fascinated by, who are mostly Japanese, I do not mix plant and human biotopes for two reasons. With some
of them I consider that doing so would create humid environments that
are unhealthy for humans. With others, the regulations in Europe on
energy consumption impose higher levels of insulation which limits the
amount of glazing relative to the surface area. This leads to buildings that
are closer to European traditions, they have a higher proportion of walls
to glazing and are less fragmented.
The last layer is a shaping of flows of water and other climatic forces with
the buildings in order to create a variety of external microclimates, which
are favourable to different plant communities without the need for mechanised watering systems, and which connect to the ecosystem in terms of
flows of water and nutrients.
To summarize, my approach is to merge the life of humans and plants
in a balancing act between their respective and different needs and that
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of the buildings themselves, within the context of European building
regulations.
Another key aspect is that I avoid mechanical means of watering and
connect into the existing ecosystem. This increases the resilience of the
projects but it limits the iconographic power of the schemes. The roots
are given substantial space, earth, so that the trees can grow vigorously.
This vigour is one element that separates our work from many architects
where the substrate is so shallow that only a thin layer of plants can
survive thus giving the impression of wallpaper from afar. I aim for the
plants to – at least visually – overtake the building with their vitality and
strength.
The main tool type used in this series is Setting and these are defined
with a degree of openness, either as a way to allow certain ecosystems
by reducing the affordance for others or to create tension. In a similar
way to the Open Vernacular series, the definition of micro-climates is an
essential part of the design.
The open rituals are thought of, generally as minimal, by defining ecosystems that do not rely on watering or feeding. Although I design assuming
that there will be a limited amount, I consider hand-watering appropriate
as it is limited by the effort entailed and has a performative engagement
of humans to vegetation that forms a space of contemplation as well as
an education in ecological processes. Plant communities are thought as
ecosystems supporting biodiversity within which humans act; they are
landscapes.
It is in this question of human behaviour that I see the potential of further
enmeshing plants and human space. As humans cannot be constantly in
a humid glasshouse environment, the solution may be that humans only
use such spaces for limited periods – in winter – and shift between those
and dry spaces. In the warmer months, the glasshouses may be ventilated
in such ways that this challenge disappears.
As we will see in Part 3, a self-generated project further investigates the
relationship between building material, plants and soil, in a way that is
both further enmeshed and yet less conflictual.
My originally envisaged housing case study would have looked at the
imbrication of plant and human space further, but it was not possible
during the Ph.D..
Of course there is an overlap, a continuity between this series and the
other two and indeed most projects belong to a few of them. It has
nonetheless been useful to look at the series individually in order to
clarify each focus, how it is worked with and place it within the context
of others’ work. Each has its own, evolving, community.
The next chapter will look at what the series share.
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Reflection 1 –
a language of open patterns
Through looking at the three series, a number of constants have
appeared. These constants answer three questions:
• What is the practice research focus?
• What is the common structure of the repertoire of open patterns?
• How does the repertoire of open patterns grow?

Designing with the emergence of life processes
It took me a while to see what joined the fascinations of these different
series. Although all architectural, Open Vernacular deals with buildings,
Landscape Gestures with landscape, Ruinations with both together. The
joined focus clearly was about life, that of humans and that of plants and
the animals that they sustain.
Gradually, two notions emerged. The first is a fascination for the emergent quality of life. And this is seen in different dimensions. There is the
lightness that one feels when in a space that has potential for multiple
activity, a sense of freedom, of having agency.
There is also the pleasure of relating to the world, to what surrounds you,
in dialogue, as if you were dancing with it. In this feeling, there is a combination of care and togetherness. It is a sense of becoming one with the
situation without losing your sense of individuality and of the situation
in part becoming yourself. I aim to create this feeling of being part of, yet
distinct, for others as much as for myself.
There is also a quality that is visible in what results, a quality that combines diversity of beings and behaviours and heterogeneity of environments. This is often on the verge of, and many see it as going into,
messiness. But messiness is only an order that one did not expect or
does not understand. The result is often imperfect, inevitably. It is slightly
rough, yet over time a softness develops. In other words, there is a question of textures, a varied range of textures that evolve over time.

“Tout est paysage” (All is landscape)
Designing with the emergence of natures means treating all architectures
as landscapes.
Although these series deal with separate areas of interest, of course these
merge and indeed most projects will fit in at least two of them. Being
close to the landscape is being close to the climate and the plants. As
we have seen, I treat all spaces as a landscape of micro-climates. There
is a small difference between external and internal ones in terms of the
necessity of being able to create an enclosure to achieve different conditions, whereas the boundaries of external micro-climates are porous
and connected. Yet this is only the case when the openings are closed in
winter or for privacy, when open the connection is porous.
Similarly, I treat both interior and exterior as alterable through activities,
through rituals: the growth of plants, the interior arrangement, the alterations of the building.
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Facing – a detail of the roof of Lichen House.
I see it as a miniature garden. The lichen has
first developed in the damper lower part of the
valley of the corrugation. It is now colonising
the slopes.
The yellow species may be Xanthoria Parietina,
a common nitrate-loving lichen often found on
walls and rocks, especially, as here, in coastal
areas. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xanthoria_parietina)

Biotopes and life interact together as an ecosystem in an emergent way.
As Tim Ingold has argued in The Temporality of Landscape, a “landscape
is constituted as an enduring record of – and testimony to – the lives and
works of past generations who have dwelt within it, and in so doing,
have left there something of themselves” (Ingold, 1993, p. 152). A landscape is shaped by the activities of the living, including that of humans.
For example, scything a meadow maintains an open landscape, letting
trees grow leads to a forest environment, a different climate and spatial
condition, different nutrients. The nurturing acts define the space.
Rituals also alter the architecture of buildings. In the Dogs Care project
by one of my students, there is a building but what makes this scheme is
the way dogs are cared for to create a space for the social interaction of
the local community of dog owners and dog lovers.
As we will see in the Repository of Stories in Part 3, the regular redesign of the illustrated frescoes reinforces the connections of the centre
with illustrators and publishers while making the space constantly alive
through its recreation.
Both of these cases will change over time through the activity. The
inhabitants are recreating the space through their behaviour. This may
not mean that the built fabric is itself changing in structure, it may only
happen through furniture, a change of surface, the rituals of daily life, yet
the architecture is altered.
And the opposite is also true, the affordance of the Spatial Instruments
supports and encourages some behaviour and limits others. There is a
two-way correspondence.
In this work, there is no radical difference between the architecture of
landscapes and that of buildings. We will look at this from a temporal
perspective in Part 2.
This echoes Lucien Kroll’s position that “all is landscape”, “tout est paysage”. He describes “landscape” as “the form produced by innumerable
inhabitants’ actions that continually weave connections between things”;
he opposes it to “the broad arbitrary decisions that produce the monumental, the propaganda”. (Kroll and Kroll, 2012, p. 14)

How close can you be to natures?
With all this work, there is an investigation into how close we can be
to the surroundings, to the nature of the place we are in. In the Open
Vernacular, it is our relation to climate and others; in the Ruinations, it is
our and the building’s relation with plants; in the Landscape Gestures, it
is our relation with ecosystems. In all cases, the relation is not with the
landscape as an object but as a process, the relation is performative more
than formal.
What these investigations also show is a limit to how close we can be.
Some of these boundaries are about energy conservation in relation to
European comfort and climate; for example in the Open Vernacular, the
extent of walls and their thickness is a result of achieving a minimum
of comfort with renewable means. Similarly interior spaces are generally not treated like glasshouses – with the ground as bare soil and a
large number of plants – in order to avoid unhealthy levels of humidity
throughout the houses. The limit is defined by our own human body that
is adapted to warm and dry conditions.
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The dynamic spaces push this boundary through timed use. They are
almost outside but are not constantly at 19 degree Celsius. They are
usable for most of the year constantly but in the winter months, they are
too cold at night. Their design aims for a low proportion of periods when
they are not usable.

« Et tout paysage est un fait de civilisation,
une mixture de naturel et de culturel, à la fois
volontaire et spontané, ordonné et chaotique,
chaud et froid, savant et banal. Comme toutes
nos actions : les plus maitrisées cachent une
part d’ombre, les plus inconscientes, une part
de rationnel et d’efficacité. L’équilibre, c’est la
civilisation : entre la sauvagerie et le militarisme et un peu des deux. »
« Nous voulons appeler « paysage » la forme
produite par d’innombrables actions compatibles d’habitants qui tissent continuellement les rapports entre les choses, et non les
grandes décisions arbitraires qui produisent
du monumental, de la propagande. Ainsi, un
camp militaire n’est pas un paysage, c’est une
mécanique, un artifice calculé tout au plus :
c’est un décor, Une nature sauvage n’est pas
encore un paysage. La vertu urbaine, l’urbanité, est la construction collective de relations
sociales (l’urbanité signifie aussi politesse,
rapports civilisés) et du milieu qui l’exprime
et la favorise. Les répétitions [identiques] et
les fermetures n’entretiennent pas de rapports
visibles, les diversités les exaltent. »
(Kroll and Kroll, 2012, p. 15)

This is distinctive to the work of my Japanese heroes in this field. Their
buildings embrace what is seen by Europeans as a lack of comfort; the
understanding of an interior in Japan seems much closer to outside
conditions – thermally and acoustically – yet they also use mechanical
cooling and heating units so there must be a need to correct the building
environment. It may be that these typologies are adapted to humid and
hot summers when air movement is the main passive form of cooling.
Similarly to Lacaton Vassal, my work is more protective of overheating in
summer.
We seem to be working towards the same aim of achieving the closest
enmeshment but from opposite directions, or it may be better to say with
a different balance between the embodied experience, from within, and
the typological diagram, looking from the outside in.
Bearing in mind differences in culture, climate, and person, in my view
my environmental design is gentler to us humans than either. Maybe
some would say I am not daring enough, I am not taking enough risk
with human health and wellbeing.
I am attracted to pushing the boundary – a little – further but have so far
found that the building regulations limit this – it is only legal to do so for
the unheated dynamic spaces. Maybe in future projects these will form
a higher proportion of the buildings. There has not been a project during
the Ph.D. to trial such a concept, nonetheless, since the creation of Two
Houses around a Loggia, tiny thermal plan sketches regularly appear
in my sketchbooks, such as the one to the right. They tend to share a
polycentric typology, made more complex with a deeper plan, with a
dynamic interstitial garden space. The typology is as that of Deep House
but with a brighter planted and dynamic liminal space.
In terms of the relation between vegetal to building fabric, I am more
extreme than other architects; plants have a higher level of agency, which
in some cases leads to potential decay of the inert material. At the same
time, I care more for the plants and treat them as beings with agency.
Buildings are designed to provide the right biotope for the plants likely to
be living there so that they can look after themselves.
Another element of difference is the use of a polyphonic language that
uses references to the past and contemporary technology, layered onto
abstract forms and process driven elements. This is a result of focussing
on formless qualities which leads to using any pattern regardless of its
category, of seeing similarities between elements usually kept apart. In
other words, there is no stylistic dogma, a single reading, meaning is
open.

Expressing the process of succession
Both in the Landscape Gestures and in Ruinations, the work can be seen
as expressing different stages of the process of succession as well as the
shifting from one to another.
In Lichen House, it is the earliest stage when lichen grows on mineral.
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The Meadow Gestures work with grassland.
The Garden in Movement works with the scrub plant community.
New Wood works with the early pioneering tree phase – ash – and
accelerates the transition to the mature woodland – oak.
Tree Crack expresses the shifting between a mineral situation into woodland.
Is this also the case with the Open Vernacular series?
Would the equivalent for humans’ ecological succession be a shift in
density between the wild, the rural, the suburban, the urban, and the
hyper-urban?
Our projects generally are in the countryside, suburbia and urban. The
Ruinations are primarily urban (some are suburban) where the squeezing
of plant communities and building brings them in tenser relation. The
Open Vernacular series is more rural and suburban.

These patterns grow, evolve, over the duration of the practice through
projects as a discussion, between the practice and their inhabitation. It
is essential for the patterns to develop that the projects are made and
inhabited. Only through experiencing this inhabitation can lessons be
learned of how they are practised and how to improve them.
We will see in Part 3 that this dialogue between projects and practice
connects to another dialogue within each project, a dialogue in another
dimension of practice.

We will now look at how this practice uses time, and this will reveal
how the patterns work, what the gardener architect does, and how the
settings of the practice have been shaped in order for it to pursue the
research focus. Through this, we will begin to unearth how the gardener
architect conceives the world.

Is it possible to express and foster the shift between human ecosystems at
an urban level?
A possible example of working with urban succession is Nabeel Hamdi’s concept of “small change” (2004). Hamdi proposes a form of urban
planning in the developing world context that works iteratively by funding small elements which become catalysts for self-building, such as a
bus stop, and a water point. Gradually, an area shifts between densities,
helped by small and nurturing actions.
Hamdi’s book has been a reference in our studio but although some students have taken it on board, it is difficult to investigate in an academic
context due to the lack of feedback from an ecosystem.
Similarly, with the exception of the self-generated work – especially the
Farm – there has been a limit to our capacity to investigate the actual
shift in our built practice although the phasing of some projects leads in
this direction. The time-frame needed to see the evolution in practice has
not fully developed, yet.

A language of open patterns
In order to support and express these processes, all the series use open
patterns that fall under two main categories: setting and nurturing. Setting
patterns include Spatial Instruments, Resources, Movables, and Actors.
Nurturing patterns include Rituals of Care and Tweaks. These patterns
combine multiple dimensions of affordance in a holistic fashion: human
behaviour – social and personal, climate, void, resources, etc., all of
which interact. The projects are the combination of patterns, both Nurturing and Setting patterns. They are like the set and the potential patterns of
action of an improvisatory play where the actors are the inhabitants.
A pattern type is prevalent in each series, yet the other type is also present: spatial instrument is the main tool to design open vernacular yet it
is through thinking of the rituals that are present, that could be tweaked,
and those that could exist that they are investigated – spatial instruments
define potential rituals. Similarly, in landscape gestures, the biotope is
chosen and guided by the rituals. In the ruinations, although it is principally shaped by defining the biotope, the evolution will be guided with
some degree of care, although it may be almost non-existent.
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Methods 2 – timelines and diagrams
This part investigates two types of knowledge. The first is what the open
patterns do, how the gardener architect designs with the natures of
places. The second is how my practice supports the development of such
architectures. This is done through photography and – especially – the
drawing of timelines and diagrams.

The ADAPT-r fellowship – from March 2016
In early March 2016, I started my EU-funded research fellowship. It was
to be an extraordinary period of change created by the availability of
time to reflect deeper into the practice through a variety of methods. It
will also be an intense period of disturbance to the practice due to the
partial relocation. Two projects that were going to start on site in England
concurrently were put on hold. We will look at how I reacted to this
in terms of case studies in Part 3. Here I will describe the methods that
crystallised, or finalised, the shift in understanding from separated series
and sets of tools into a conception of my architecture as an improvisatory
form of choreography and how the patterns are used to do so.
A decision was made to let intuition dominate decision making at the
beginning of this phase. Multiple media – photography of past projects
and occurrences found in the city, watercolour diagrams and writing
– were used following my instinct, combined with reading and writing
about improvisatory processes and chance in creative practice, as well
as land-art. Central to this was an investigation in how I use time through
the drawing, or redrawing of timelines.
These, together with peer discussions and doctoral conferences, have led
to a clarification of a mode of practice that combines improvisation and
composition in order to work with emergence.
Golden Lane Estate, London, 2016

Reflective photography
Photography was used primarily to analyse how gardening rituals of care
interact with architecture on my previous projects (Lichen House and
The Farm) and other places.
Photographing is both an exercise of looking with intent and recording
the qualities that are present. It is now a ritual that I use virtually everyday, often to make me slow down to stare, experience and analyse fully
what attracts me in order to reflect. How does life actualise this place?
What influences this? What is the affordance of the setting and that of
the rituals of care? This act simultaneously produces a representation
that can then be used to communicate. Many of the photographs in this
document are a result of this process.

Layering of mechanical and creative open rituals
I had long been fascinated by the way residents have taken over the
communal landscape of the Golden Lane estate, a council estate near
my home in the City of London. In early summer 2015, I photographed
these gardens over a few days to understand how they worked and why
they were successful.

166 · Methods 2 - timelines and diagrams

167 · Methods 2 - timelines and diagrams

The photographs show that this quality is created by an unusual combination of nurturing rituals, by a layering of them, in space and in time.
Like most estates, there is a maintenance team that mows the lawn,
cleans and trims the few trees. This creates a neat and bland quality
which dominates in most estates. In the Golden Lane Estate, another
layer is looked after by the residents, especially those who have duplexes
located at ground floor and who have direct access to the ground. There
is a paved zone, a margin against the building that is used by most with
pots as well as plants and trees in the ground, but the keenest gardeners
have also started to spread pots beyond this zone.
The result is unusually full of life and diverse whilst having a quality of
neatness. Its quality comes from the diverse range of the vegetal textures,
which are held within the strong regular grid in plan and elevation. This
combination and contrast produces a combined sense of civility and
freedom. The grid holds the diverse forms of occupation in a degree of
order.
It is worth pointing out that there are two factors that probably are necessary for this success. The first is that the management team of the estate is
open enough to welcome this process of taking possession, and this also
demands flexibility from the maintenance team, a willingness to enter a
dialogue with the inhabitants. The second, is that these spaces, although
accessible by anyone, are slightly lower than the public realm; the drop
is such that a balustrade forms a barrier; there are only a few stairs and
ramps connecting the two levels. This has the result that the lower areas
are more private and quieter, they don’t have through movement. They
are shared and open but with a degree of privacy that sufficiently censures more active behaviour.
The combination of different types of care – a predetermined procedure
that is mechanical, and improvisational processes – creates different
textures as they do on the meadows. It is the interplay between these
textures that makes this place so engaging and beautiful. There is visual
diversity and patterns and these express the life that is taking place there.
Each of the elements in itself is banal or bland, but together they form
something like a symphony, or a chorus.
Abstraction and the natures of inhabitants and plants, by contrast, highlight each other.
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Facing and overleaf:
Golden Lane Estate, London, 2016
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Timelines
In order to avoid repeating the insights of the first half of the Ph.D. found
through the narratives, a fresh viewpoint of the practice was needed.
A different lens was used, that of time. The choice of this angle arose
from, on one hand, the realisation that my sketchbooks were full of
multiple timelines, on the other hand, from various comments from peer
researchers, my supervisory team and the panels at the PRSs that queried
an unusual use of time in this practice.
This led to a method of redrawing various timelines found in the sketchbooks, as well as creating new types.
This exercise started the realisation of the importance of time in my
work, of a specific understanding of time. It also reveals what is being
choreographed and how, and this led me to understand the role of the
gardener architect.
Timelines are one of the key medium to think of the performative nature
of architecture. My timelines are in no way representations of scientific
data; they are representations of concepts that link time and behaviour.
This is appropriate as with complex systems, there is no such thing as
predictability. These drawings convey tendencies. They are heuristic tools
to be able to design with natures, with their rhythms.

Facing: various timelines in my sketchbooks.
Clockwise from top left:
Wood consumption for space and water heating throughout the year.
Temperature and wood consumption in January
and August.
Internal temperature in relation to external as a
yearly cyclical diagram.
Following spread:
The two boards exhibited at the Re-imagining
Rurality conference.
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Intuitive diagrams
It is also during the fellowship that I made many, hand-drawn, intuitive
diagrams, generally in watercolour. These have investigated many subjects:
• my roles in my practice
• the series
• the repertoire of patterns
• my preferred mode of practice: serendipitous
• the looseness of control in my work, or control on openness
• the relationship between levels of control and diversity
These drawings are not hard science ; they are not based on precise
measurements, or schedules, but on intuition. They generally bring out
a notion before the conscious memory of what they refer to – conveying
a feeling based on the knowledge of experience. A knowledge which is
embodied, implicit, and which reveals itself through the intuitive act of
diagrammatic drawing and redrawing to become explicit. It may be that
for someone who uses images to communicate and think, more than, or
as much as, words, the act of drawing is an easier step. The use of the
hand is key to drawing out this embodied knowledge.
Redrawing creates time and a space for deeper reflection. Most of the
sketches done for projects have happened on the go, for their efficacy,
and subconsciously. The act of redrawing brings back the thought
process with time to explain this knowledge. A useful impact of such
an exercise is that I now do this within the design of live projects; I now
draw sketches more slowly.
If others, for example Siv Stangeland (Stangeland, 2017), use a language
that comes from a combination of architectural representation and
abstraction – this combines architectural representations and scientific
graphic languages. And this I believe is due to a further focus on living
and ecological processes. I read many books about ecological conservation and more recently permaculture (Mollison, 1988). Time in particular
is an essential factor in processes of growth and decay as well as ecological dynamics.
To shift away from thinking about form, it is useful to draw the evolution
of processes in time.

Writing: the diary and the mid-term review
Shortly before the beginning of the fellowship I started a typed diary –
a form of memo writing – in order to take my note taking in my sketchbook, which had already proven useful, to another level of reflection and
rigour. This is now another ritual which is enacted anytime there is a key
idea that I wish to explore and not lose.
I wish to stress the key role of writing the mid-term report, as well as the
mentoring role of Jo Van Den Berghe in this process. Without an example
of such a document, I started in the dark and it is through the exchanges
of two drafts and Jo’s comments on them that I discovered what this
could be. It ended up being a 30,000 word essay which formed much
of this document.
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The first version of the
control / letting go diagram

The last version of the
control / letting go diagram

The control / letting go timeline of projects
Past to the left, present to the right. The y axis is
control to the bottom and letting go at the top.
In blue, the first period of the practice until
2008. In grey, the second period until the
beginning of the Ph.D. in 2014.
The name of the main references are written
vertically around the point of main influence.
Gretchen Wilkins, an early supervisor when at
RMIT, pointed out the loosening of control in
the work of my practice.
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This was the key exercise in explicating the implicit knowledge of the
narratives, photographs and drawings. The timing, around the time of
PRS4, was also essential. Before that it would not have been possible and
around that time it was necessary to structure the information accumulated so far in order to empty my head, and have a sense of concrete
progress. This led to a level of calm that was necessary to move forward
with the research.
The next chapter will explain the way I use time – in the architecture
itself and in the practice – and how this reveals an improvisatory
choreography approach to both.
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Improvisatory choreography of flows
There were a few reasons for looking at the use of time in this practice.
Firstly when I look at my sketchbooks and the work of our students, I see
many timelines of various types that deal with rhythms of cities, human
activities, plants and animals, weather, and the property market. The
second is that I have been surprised recently by the negative reactions
of both architects and landscape designers when I state that architecture and landscape rhythms are at least similar if not virtually the same.
Thirdly, I use my diary – in digital form – constantly and in a detailed
way, both to record time on projects but also to balance professional
and leisure activities; there are very few gaps, even downtime is often
allocated. And lastly a number of people in this process have mentioned
time in relation to my work. Kester Rattenbury for example pointed out
after one of my presentations the usual difference in time, and potential
friction between, the various fields I practice in: the time of gardening,
that of sustainability and that of property development. There is clearly a
mastery in the design of time that needed exploring around a number of
questions:
• How do all of these types of time, these rhythms, work together
in my work with little conflict, in unison?
• How do I work with them?
• Could I do this better?
• What does this reveal about my understanding of what
architecture is?

Rhythmanalysis
The way I work with time is as rhythmic. In Rhythmanalysis, Henry
Lefebvre stresses the fact that rhythms are not perfect cycles (2013).
There is a pattern but this is always slightly different. For a society to
be healthy, the various cycles need to synchronise. In all these projects
rhythms are choreographed through settings and nurturing acts. None of
these are fixed, these instruments could be played differently and indeed
I do vary the performances. These examples are not definite universal
solutions, they only show possibilities that others can draw from as they
would a recipe or gardening book.

The architect as choreographer of flows
The act of redrawing a number of timelines revealed that a major part
of what I do is to choreograph flows, climatic flows, flows of ecological
processes, activities, semantic flows.
The settings and open rituals categories work with time in various ways.
Spatial Instruments both temper the climatic rhythms, as well as human
activities, and connect the present to the past.
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Facing, top and bottom: two versions of the
planning of the landscape gestures.

Open rituals reset the processes of ecological succession, or the yearly
growth of a plant community, sometimes interrupting the rhythms of
some species entirely. They also synchronise the various individual
rhythms of a community.
Time is also slowed down – stretched – the present expanded through the
contemplative quality of the performance of rituals and contemplation
of views.
The passing of time is expressed through framing, growing and the
weathering of materials.

Tempering
One of the main roles of buildings is to tune human and climatic
rhythms, as well as those of different humans, these are primarily ephemeral, daily and seasonal. As I wish to keep the connection between the
climatic rhythms and our own, I design spaces that only temper the
rhythms of the climate – in this sense I react against the mechanistic /
modernist view of making comfort equal a fixed number. I do this in
order to maintain a closeness to the world around as well as reduce
energy consumption.
This does not mean that all spaces are connected in a never-ending fluid
space. In order to enjoy direct encounter with others and the climate,
we also need to be able to retreat when we need a cosier environment
or privacy. The designs of our projects, sculpt biotopes to create a varied
landscape of environmental conditions.

Tempering the climate diagram
Intuitive diagram of the temperature variations
through the year depending on pattern type,
(average monthly temperature). In grey is the
amplitude of external temperatures (maximum
to minimum). In yellow is the range of healthy
temperatures. The dark horizontal line represents the mechanistic version of comfort at
around 20 degrees Celsius. The dynamic curve
(here annotated as selective) shows that those
spaces are usable most of the year; even in the
colder months they can be used during the
warmer part of the day.

I defined in Part 1 the two main types of spaces I use: the conservative
and the dynamic. In terms of time, conservative spaces heavily temper
variations, making the conditions more stable. The dynamic method is
based on letting in sun energy and breeze when needed and limiting it
when not. These spaces are more exposed. Their rhythms are highly connected to the outside, they are a softening of the outside conditions but
the changes are highly perceivable. By comparison, most contemporary
buildings aim to erase climatic variations as if time had been made still
– the rhythms ignore each other. The buildings can be seen as a variety
of tempering levels, of versions of the weather’s rhythms; they afford
humans the choice in a degree of connection between their own rhythm
and that of the climate.
Burning wood is a connection of the building’s rhythms to those of the
landscape – that of the growth of trees and shape of the landscape framework. It also connects to the broader rhythms of the global climate. This
connection is physical as you cut the trees, season them and burn them.
This tuning is also based on the idea of doing the most with and the
least against. It requires a mastery of time to decide when to act on the
ecological processes to your advantage. A consequence of this is that you
are further synchronised with what surrounds you, in touch, in tune.

The conservative spaces curve is always within
the comfortable zone.
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Resetting & interrupting
Rituals of care also transform rhythms. The diagram on the left shows
how the time of the hay harvest interacts with the rhythms of the different
plants in a meadow community, in relation to climate. The decision of
the time of the cut is decided in relation to the seeding time of the plants
you wish to encourage and those you wish to limit. You cut after the
plants you wish to favour have seeded and before those that you wish
to reduce.
Through the timing of the cutting rituals, rhythms, processes of succession and plant community dynamics are disturbed, reset to make them
synchronise with ours – make them readable and approachable – and to
multiply the diversity of the site.
The various rhythms created by the differential cutting restarts the process
of growth and reduces its amplitude. It is similar to different orchestras
playing the same piece of music together but starting one after the other
and each lower than the previous one. It could also be seen as three
dancers dancing the same movement, with a few seconds difference, and
each with less amplitude than the previous. This is known as phasing in
minimalist music.
This phasing enhances the perception of a rhythm as it brings together
multiple stages of the process so that we can experience them simultaneously. In music, this leads to a form of acoustic depth and resonance that
is other-worldly. We will see more complex versions of phasing in Part 3.

Connecting

The cycle of meadow plants showing their
respective germination, flowering and seeding.
The centre shows the evolution of climatic
conditions: sun, rain and temperature.

As they engage with the climate and other rhythms, these actions often
repeat at specific times of the day or year; they are rituals. Harvesting
the meadow primarily in August and then in October, felling wood in
the winter, burning the pile of twigs on mid-winter night, are events that
connect action to natural and human rhythms. They also connect us to
social rhythms. These have adjusted to yearly rituals that have similarities
to those of the past but have shifted to fit the ecology and contemporary
human rhythms. The conditions of the climate and ecosystems are still
fairly similar but our lives are different. We are reinventing rituals. For
example with the meadow, the dates have moved from June to August
and October as the primary aim has changed from maximum fodder
production to maximum plant diversity.

This facilitates decision making of the time for
hay harvest.
This document is not yet complete.
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Above, Marti Frank’s reinterpretation of my
timelines – the one on the following page, itself
a reinterpretation, and that facing.
The layer of information which is added is the
inhabitation by animals (humans at the bottom
and insects at the top).
(Battlori, 2015)

Facing: a redrawing of the diagram in Wells,
T. 1981, Creating Attractive Grasslands using
Native Plant Species, Nature Conservancy
Council. Image in a presentation by Fergus
Garret, Head Gardener at Great Dixter of their
meadow management regimes.
Above: succession diagram showing the full
primary succession including the beginning of
a secondary succession (outer ring).
The inner ring shows the meadow yearly process which corresponds to a resetting of the full
succession in the grassland type.
Not shown is the evolution of the forest type
over time as tree species evolve. This is what
we have been working with in the Oak Rooms.
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Being present
The question of formal language is an architectural dimension that has
functioned almost subconsciously in my practice. It is there in sketches,
drawings and models but is almost never discussed. This is a reaction
against the over-focus on form in architecture today, especially in London, a focus that has led our profession to not engage sufficiently with its
relationship with life. It is also a reaction against the unachievable and in
my view counter-productive notion of dematerialisation of architecture
which paradoxically aims to make the architectural form vanish yet, by
focussing on this as transparency, makes vision the main centre of attention thus reinforcing the question of form. Buildings of course always
have a form; I wish to use it as a tool, not a fetish.
The shift between the two first phases of my practice was one of engagement with history. The main influence was the work of Louise Bourgeois
(Morris, 2007) who uses various references from the past – hers as well
as ours – to pursue her recurrent themes of motherhood and childhood
traumas. By doing so she taps into our unconscious, our memory and the
work gains power through it. She demonstrated to me that communicating with a broad audience is not best achieved by abstraction alone. By
itself, abstraction tends to take us out of time and makes the work impenetrable. Bourgeois works at times with abstraction, at times with weathered material, at times using cultural languages of the past, childlike
drawings, in a combination of reference, medium and styles that create a
world that is simultaneously old and new – still today.
To me the strongest works are those that are simultaneously of here and
now, of the past and of the future. I combine various elements of past
buildings from various periods and backgrounds, traditional vernacular,
20th century industrial or agricultural. Often these are banal elements.
They can be slightly abstracted but not always.
In buildings, they are combined as if you were crossing two species, they
are hybrids. The combination of these elements in a new species, creates
an atmosphere that clearly acknowledges various pasts and aspires to
a future in a unified way. The present is not a clash between past and
future as in a collage, just the transition point. It also creates an openness
to the possible interpretation.
The polysemic building timeline showing the
multitude of references from various periods
within the Farm project.
In yellow is the scale of human life, and in
green is the lifespan of trees (inner circle ash
and outer oak).
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As we have discussed in Part 1, another area where the present is brought
into relief is in the contemplative quality of rituals. These create a feeling
where time slows down, a state where you are entirely focussed in the
here and now. A state where you are not escaping from yourself through
a spectacle but facing yourself in this location.
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Same beat
All these rhythms follow the circadian and seasonal beats. Although
some are delayed, tempered, interrupted, they nonetheless follow the
rhythms of our planet and astronomical rhythms beyond.
The only exception, possibly, being that of the merging of references
from different times.

An improvisatory form of choreography
What strikes me in each of these choreographies is the fact that it is not
deterministic; none of the elements is forced to do a specific thing; the
outcome is uncertain, even though the propensity for a certain type of
result, of ecological equilibrium, is high. Each being has agency. Yet they
are choreographed, directed, synchronised, so that they work together in
synergy.
Most choreographies reduce the extremes to make the landscape
approachable to humans, both its ecology and climate; they soften.
This is an improvisatory form of choreography, I, as designer, define some
parameters, a location, rituals, props, but the inhabitants perform these
following their own volition. As we have seen in Part 1, it has parallels
with compositions by John Cage where life or / and the musicians improvise within a Timeframework.
This is also found in the methods of ecological gardeners. Their skill is
a capacity to think of the various rhythms of plants, seasons, weather,
humans, ecological succession together, and in an open way. These
rhythms are never exactly the same so they need to look constantly at
what is happening in order to decide when and where to act. Then act
and look at the reaction and start again.
This is very different to the mechanistic mode which assumes either a
linear and constant time or a perfectly identical cyclical repetition. This
way defines a precise maintenance regime upfront which is followed
regardless of what actually happens. Working detached from the rhythms
requires many resources, for example, air conditioning in buildings or
automatic watering systems. It leads to monoculture in all senses of the
word, to repetition, and boredom. It has a specific texture, the texture of
abstractness, of deadly perfection. This leads to a lack of resilience for
natural and human ecosystems and limits to personal freedom.

Setting and choreography
This redrawing exercise has made me realise that the design of a place
like the Farm is formed by the combination of the setting and the rituals,
similarly to an art installation, or a choreography in a set. Together they
choreograph the various flows of life that are present.
The role of composition, of the compositions that I bring, is what I have
not dealt with and this needs to be analysed and made explicit. I can
indicate now that this works by creating oneiric atmospheres that also
have a mundane quality. The aim is to create a dreamlike realism, something that is clearly of here and now and yet uncanny because it reminds
us of other places at other times. It does not look like the past nor the
future yet refers to both.
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Illuminations from the manuscript Les Tres
Riches Heures du Duc de Berry.
(Limbourg Brothers, 1412-16)
Musée Condé, Chantilly, France (http://www.
domainedechantilly.com/fr/accueil/chateau/
cabinet-des-livres/)
These 12 pages represent the 12 months of the
year. They give a rich image of the life and agricultural practices of the pre-industrial era.
Of particular interest are the scything of the hay
in June – we do it in June, August and October.
Also note the pollarded trees edging the fields
and rivers in this and other months.

And I realise now that I have been overly influenced by the austere and
tasteful visions of architects who have also used architectural languages.
That I wish to go back to more poetic visions, less stern, lighter, ephemeral, by using combinations that are more surreal, oneiric, gently humorous. A freer use of references.
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The free agent
In the previous chapter, the timelines investigation showed that the
open patterns choreograph flows in the projects; the same exercise
reveals much about the way the practice functions. There are three main
purposes to this chapter. The first is to show how, in a world dominated
by abstractness, the practice manages to create space and time for its
ecological approach. The message to practitioners, is that if you wish to
design with emergence, you will have to practise differently to the dominant mode of mechanistic procurement. The second is that the exercise
reveals that the practice itself is dealt with ecologically, as an emergent
nature, and its flows are choreographed, like the places, using the same
pattern categories. The third is to show that design does not exist outside
of practice; design processes are not universally applicable.
The various practice rhythms and the relations between them were
drawn within one diagram, originally almost A0 size (facing and following pages). The drawing represents my entire life (yellow circle), the half
passed and the half to come, in the context of a more historical sense of
time which is at a different scale to show that the places I have worked
with have been around for longer and will be around in the future. The
past, as is conventional, is to the left and the future to the right.
One is the relation of the financial evolution of the practice (in blue) with
that of the property market in London (dotted line). This succession of
investments has also been a succession of places.
This has been placed in parallel to the various types of practice I have
juggled with and their respective communities – these are also settings,
with their rituals, that I have chosen to belong to, and taken distance
from at other points (top).
Another type of time is the design and building processes of projects
shown as horizontal line at the bottom.
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The entire practice timeline
Time is represented from left to right.
At the top are the various forms of
practice and their time allocation (my
practice, teaching, time spent at Royal
Institute of British Architects).
The middle circle represents my
lifespan – the present is in the middle.
The paler circle is the lifespan of a
tree. This is slightly misleading as the
timescale changes, “speeds up”, once
outside the lifespan circle.
The small red circles show the previously usual boom-and-bust cycle of
property development in London. The
medium circle, the still current and
unusually long cycle – which may not
last. The larger red circle is the investment timeframe of property developers
– 25 years – this corresponds to three
usual cycles.
The circle to the left with the grey and
yellow stripes represents the rituals
of care of the landscape at the Farm,
organised around our breaks there.
This is another key rhythm that integrates with the rest.
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Rhythms of improvisation and composition
In Part 1, we saw how the process of creation of patterns is a dialogue
between the inhabited projects and the practice repertoire. The repertoire
is gardened. I use this metaphorically in the sense of a pattern being
made, inhabited, the inhabitation reflected upon, and this leads to the
next iteration of a pattern. It is an iterative process in practice – in the
world – instead of a design iteration through a medium. The practice
timeline shows how this process has been intensified over time.
The hatched horizontal lines (facing lower part) show the various project
processes mode, from the mechanistic architect’s linear plan of work to
various levels of organic improvisations. Various shades of red show the
life of the building, my involvement is shown in darker yellow for design
time and blue for the making. From 2008, the projects are increasingly
phased and the process stretched over longer periods. This shows an
increasing level of improvisation in projects since we bought the Farm,
even in cases when my involvement is fairly short. This means that
patterns can also grow between phases of the same project. This iteration
integrates the inhabitants’ response within the project itself. The design
adapts in a dynamic exchange with the agency of the world, the ecosystems.
Nonetheless, the mechanistic mode of production is also used to build
stages of the settings in order to do so efficiently, in particular in cost
terms, but also in terms of speed.
What is normally seen as a single cycle is composed of a multitude of
micro-cycles, of back and forth. We have shuffled linear time into shorter
and diverse improvisation rhythms.
My projects increasingly are processes that develop themselves over
decades. And it seems that they do so in order to embrace the ecological
processes that I am driven to. This development can only take place over
time as they are not fixed, they do not repeat in perfect loops, they alter.
To design for, with and to express the diversity and dynamics of ecosystems, you need to engage in rituals of care that regularly readjust the
composition with the results of improvisation. This does not mean that
the original designer needs to be involved.
You need a long-term vision to be able to develop such processes. It is
this long time-frame that the self-generated work has created, because
our time is slower than most developers’ time as we also live in these
places and the income it has created frees this time.
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Synchronising property and practice rhythms
The area opposite shows the property investment. In blue is the price
of the land and the investment we made, in red the income generated.
Making this diagram revealed to me a relation between the two periods
of the practice and these two first investment phases.
It is important to point out that in my mind the periods don’t have a precise hinge point, they overlap over each other. There are signs of the next
period before the moment of buying and there are signs of the previous
phase a little after. Nonetheless the moment of a change of property
seems to be a moment of crystallisation, a moment when things move
faster. The new physical setting alters the way I work and how I look at
architecture.
Each place acts as a tipping point for the practice ecosystem, flipping it
into another state of relative equilibrium.
The first phase can be best described as a “timeless” phase – a colourful
abstract and mechanistic phase. It is a modernist phase of sorts influenced by Le Corbusier, Siza, and other contemporary designers that I
have now forgotten. This phase was also a mechanistic phase in the sense
of thinking of use as function instead of usefulness, as well as thinking of
environmental design as a separate mechanistic category.
The second phase reacted against this timelessness and shows a focus
on working with and expressing time – that of the elements through a
research on comfort, that of the landscape and vegetation and that of a
history, personal or communal.
The second phase crystallised when we sold the previous house and
bought simultaneously two properties, one in France and one in London.
All the Landscape Gestures are from this place. It is the property drawn
below the horizontal line scale of time, in green, and in two of the project rhythm lines on the previous spread labelled Two Houses around a
Loggia and time landscape.
In Part 1, we discussed how this project shifted my practice, the projects
change substantially at about the time we bought it. This setting, and
the embodied practice of this setting, has altered me. Of course, as we
have seen, I had a propensity for developing in an ecological direction,
and of course I chose – with my partner – to buy the Farm, yet without
it, I do not believe that the way I think would have moved away from
an object-centred view of architecture to that of ecological processes in
such a complete way.
The role of these properties and the reason that they trigger a substantial
shift, is that they are opportunities to test and embody these ideas fully.
And this is not only a question of space, it is as importantly a question of
time – we have control on time and can experiment with other ways of
practising.
This embodied mode based on the choice of a setting and processes,
nurturing patterns, with a higher level of reflexivity at each stage, is necessary to this research. It seems that engagement with processes, being
part of them, can only be developed in this fashion. It is not possible to
predict what will happen exactly as all ecological processes – including
that of the practice growth – are complex, dynamic, ever changing. Strategic plans are too rigid, goals are too rigid.
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Shifting between rhythms
Property time is very similar to harvest cycles, especially that of forests.
It has rhythms of boom and bust, sudden increases of value and dramatic
crashes. In England these peaks and troughs are particularly marked.
Traditionally they followed 7-10 year cycles but the last cycle, which
ended in 2008, was twice this length. This is probably due to the
deregulated mortgage lending of that period.
This average price cycle is not the whole story. It hides the varying
rhythms of each area and property. Beyond the value added through the
development and its design, to do well in this sector is to understand
and predict at which stage of the cycle each location is in relation to
others and the potential of the site, buying when the price is low and
selling when it is high. Different areas of London have different rhythms.
Undervalued areas will outperform established ones in a market where
some areas become unaffordable for a large part of the population. This
is probably the main reason why we have done so well. Our judgement
of when to buy and sell into a cycle, when to build or not, or how much,
is possibly more important than what we have done with the building.
We have outperformed the market because of our understanding of the
relations between property rhythms. This is exactly the same process that
we use for the meadows. An understanding of behaviours, constantly
looking at real-time evolution and acting at precise moments when
cycles are in sync for a frictionless transition. It combines some knowledge, looking, and an eye or instinct.
Drawing this diagram has made me realise that the market was no longer
propitious to the same level of gain and that, as we are not driven to
being more than comfortably well-off, it would be unwise to raise our
level of risk. The result of this, and the lack of a large deposit described
earlier, is that we have decided to not invest further for the time being.
This will mean that this model of entrepreneurship will have to adapt.
Already we have ideas for pursuing more advanced Landscape Gestures
by spending more time at the Farm in five years’ time. This will be funded
by renting our flat in London during that time. Similarly we are looking at
holiday rentals of the Farm when we are there as an experiential form of
holidays including a course about Landscape Gestures. The typology of
this house that is two houses was thought in those terms.
So the entrepreneurial line continues, but in the rental form instead of
sale. This may change again if the London market conditions evolve;
there are a few signs of an impending crash already, linked to Brexit and
the overinflated market in London.

The free agent
Donald Schön in the Reflective Practitioner has clarified how the “roleframe” (Schön, 2011, p. 270) that we define, with the world, for ourselves define what we can do, the “limits to reflection-in-action” and
how we can practise. Within the ADAPT-r methodology, this could be
understood as how we use our Public Behaviour and Communities of
Practice to define our practice.
It can be seen at different scales. There is that of the day to day role,
which we will look at in Part 3, and there is a broader scale of how we
see ourselves in, and project ourselves to, society, which field we associate ourselves with, how, when, and how much.
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At this larger scale, there are two unusual points in my practice, the first
is that I practise as a free agent who increasingly shifts between four
fields. My “role-frame” is that of having multiple roles. The second is that
at the beginning of the Ph.D. I didn’t work as a “thought leader”, maybe
with the exception of teaching. Maybe this has to do with a body of work
still finding itself, but it also has much to do with my own character; I am
not an extrovert.

A polycentric practice
As we have seen, the way I develop a path is not by imposing myself and
a unique view that reinforces individuality, I deal with public behaviour
by choosing the settings where I am present and practising. And there
are always a number of Settings in one period. Currently this includes
an architectural setting – primarily the University of Westminster – and
a landscape setting as well as previously dominant settings which have
moved into the distance: entrepreneurial settings, RIBA.
My perception of how this works is that I chose the settings according to
affinity and that I develop through these Settings in a process of osmosis,
and these settings also are altered by my presence. My agency comes
from the choice of the Settings and their diversity, their mosaic, and the
movement between them. The “constancy” in my practice is not a single
one, but a constancy of varied “role-frames”.
This could be seen as purely tactical, but it is far from it, decisions were
made consciously, and with a sense of overall direction, but not a fixed,
nor precise, direction. This fuzzy and dynamic quality of the aim of my
practice may be an essential aspect of its serendipitous mode. It is the
same dynamic that will be described in Part 3 for the design process.
What is most striking is the constant simultaneous existence in different
Settings that have similar weight. There is a polycentric quality that is
similar to that found in a landscape mosaic that the Landscape Gestures
form, or our village typologies. It is the “generalist strategy” that we discussed in Landscape Gestures.
I am a free agent shifting between fields constantly. This is an unusual
use of existing modes of production of the built environment that has
made my varied types of practice possible, as well as the range of locations. This combines an entrepreneurial practice of small-scale property
development, the use of design-and-build type contracts and the use of
the contractual gaps within standard-form contracts.

Cottage industry
My business model has been supported by small-scale property development which has formed the main part of our income. This endeavour
is of a private nature – it is a collaboration with my husband. So the
business model is an informal relationship between the private and the
practice.
This informal economy layer is based on relations and trust, on making
things together with friends and family, and sharing. There are aspects of
the cottage industry which I see as a positive.
This unusual relationship has meant that simultaneously I have not been
able to grow the rest of the practice as I spend much time on these projects that were non fee-paying.
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Loosening contracts
“the role-frames within which they set their
tasks and through which they bound their institutional settings”
(Schön, 2011, p. 270)
“Because role-frame remains relatively constant
from situation to situation, it bounds the scope
of practice and provides a reference which
allows the practitioner to build a cumulative
repertoire of exemplars, facts, and descriptions.”
(Schön, 2011, p. 274)

Another dimension is that on many commissioned projects where the
budgets were too small to make a full range of services financially viable,
we have used design-and-build contracts – or similar in practice – that
have afforded some degree of control during construction without taking
up as much time (and responsibility). These projects worked in this way
because I accept that I do not control everything and allow others to
have a design input. I enjoy working in an improvisatory mode with
those who build the buildings. This is also possible because I use fairly
standard technical solutions.
I also have enjoyed working in the gaps of building contracts – when
a contractor does something that brings the situation outside of the
contract terms (as we have seen in Ruinations). These gaps have allowed
creative processes of improvisation.

Chaosmosis
These unorthodox practices allow a degree of freedom within the structures of late capitalism. There are multiple flows between the various
practices that blur distinctions between the private and the professional,
teaching and practice, client and architect, maker and designer. This
blurring of boundaries has created an unusual freedom. It has also created the constraint of the difficulty to grow due to time pressures.
This practice seems to follow the methodology that Guattari (2008)
defined as “chaosmosis” (Bourriaud, 1998). His view is that the only
way to achieve a degree of freedom in late capitalism is not a revolution
but an individual creative use of the existing structures which he called
“machines”, based less on strategy and more on creative tactics that
gradually define a trajectory. Instead of trying to fight capitalism and
replace it, he claims that it should be used in ethical ways from within,
using the gaps. I now realise this is precisely what my practice has done
so far.

Assemble
A comparison with the practice of the collective Assemble based in London is revealing. They also practice chaosmosis. In their case, they are
designers, teachers, entrepreneurs and makers of buildings. The difference with me is that they make buildings, whereas I garden landscapes
and their entrepreneurship creates businesses – cinema, café – or space
to be rented – a workshop – where I develop residential properties. Their
work is more public in nature where I am more private. Nonetheless the
fluidity between modes is similar.
There might be a limit to how far my practice can grow in this mode in
the sense of the scale of project that can be achieved. A property developer will not trust you with a large project if you are a one-man band.
Yet this model has worked well for self-generated work in this period of
economic stagnation.
As the practice of Assemble shows (assemblestudio.co.uk), such a practice mode can have a broader impact if a large number of individuals
practice in similar ways as a collective – architects or not. If one practice cannot achieve large projects, the combination of a large number
of practices could have a substantial impact on a city whether working
collectively or not.
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Being resilient
I have at many points during this Ph.D. wondered why I would wish
to go through the pain of existing in multiple fields, of having to learn
multiple sets of skills, experiences, and developing networks. There is a
Jack-of-all-trades, master-of-none quality that has at many times made
me uncomfortable in the last years and which I often felt like simplifying.
I kept asking: Do I spread myself too thinly to be able to master anything?
I conclude that this has given me resilience. I see potential benefits,
of which hopefully this Ph.D. is one, in finding the relations between
opposites instead of keeping to one already well-defined camp. Out of
this interaction, something positive may arise. But I also see that it has
hindered the development of my practice in each field. They all grow
together, but all at a slower rate. Nonetheless in terms of income, it has
been sustainable, so far.

Being an in between person
My entire history is one of being an in-between person, between the
rural / farming and urban / artistic culture of the two sides of my family,
between France and London, between architect and landscape artist
/ gardener, between socialist and liberal economic views, between
conservative and progressive, practice and academia, masculine and
feminine characteristics.
This might be the most striking aspect of my personal history, this
constant state of being in-between, neither entirely one nor the other,
hopefully both, trying to merge. And it is probable that right from the
start, this is how I saw the world, never one thing nor its opposite, always
in negotiation. I do not even perceive these dualisms as contradictions;
to me they are continua, scales.

The future of this free-agent mode
The free agent role-frame is a polycentric – generalist – type of practice
in order to be resilient in a changing world where the position of the
architect is unstable. It also affords an ecological approach in an unfavourable, mechanistic world.
This free-agent role-frame affords much freedom from the limitation of
any specific field – you can experiment in ways that may not be supported by your peers – but it has one drawback, it is not understood by
most people and thus doesn’t gain much support. Working outside of
“standard” role-frames, and on a small scale, limits capacity for broad
and less private application. This is a shame in research terms as it limits
the possibilities of trialling and refining these concepts on more, and
especially more public, projects. It also requires much energy.
The Ph.D. has reinforced the free-agent quality and has brought the practices in each field closer together. As we will explain later, my roles of
architect of buildings, that of landscapes, teacher, and entrepreneur are
increasingly aiming in the same direction; the practice overall now has a
common purpose. They now function in synergy.
The unanswered question is of the potential for increase in scale. Will the
practice maintain the free-agent mode as it increases scale in the future?
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Reflection 2 – improvisatory
choreography of the elements
This investigation of the temporal manipulations of the practice reveals
what the gardener architect does. This leads us to clarify how architecture is conceived and how the gardener architect perceives the world.
It also shows how the practice has been shaped following the same
ontology in order to support the research.

Choreographing the rhythms of flows
The main finding is that this work is a choreography of the flows of the
elements of architecture and that this choreography is improvisatory in
the sense of defining only a loose framework within which life performs
the architecture in an improvisation mode. The architect is not primarily
designing built or grown objects, he is designing flows and movements
but these are not finite compositions, they are improvisations ready to
happen. It is not the designer that improvises here, it is the inhabitant.
The gardener architect, through the patterns, choreographs the rhythms
of the forces, which I call the elements of architecture, in order to guide
the propensity of the ecosystem. This supports and expresses the ecological processes and lets them follow their own conativity. These flows are
synchronised with the circadian and seasonal rhythms.
These combinations of settings and open rituals are more akin to a composition by John Cage than the work of a “traditional” sculptor where
meaning is conceived as created by the artist and inherent to the form of
the object.
We have seen in this part many ways of choreographing the rhythms of
the elements while allowing them to follow their conativity. Looking at
a single rhythm, they are set in motion, reset, tempered or accentuated
(amplitude), accelerated or slowed down (speed).
Looking at the relation between multiple rhythms, they are synchronised
(beat), connected – merged – mixed, shifted between, tuned.
The texture (in the musical sense of the word) of choice is polyphonic, a
multitude of rhythms playing together with no dominant melody.

The free agent

Emergent system and elements diagram

This temporal analysis also shows that this practice is created in the same
way as the architecture. The two types of patterns support the emergence
of life within projects; they also support that of my practice. In particular, specific settings – places and communities – are chosen due to their
affinity, in large part serendipitously, and it is these settings – and their
diversity – that afford the growth of the research. It is their polycentric
quality that affords agency for my practice to emerge in the same way
that the houses are polycentric.
This means that for the places to be natures, the practice ecosystem
needs to be a nature as well. Achieving this, in our world of abstractness,
requires the creation of space, and time, for each of them to thrive.
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The word “void” is preferable to “vacuum” used in the English translation of Okakura’s work; I have replaced it. Vacuum gives a sense of total,
clinical, emptiness whereas the void has an emptiness with qualities
that come from the receptacle as well as gases, temperature, and sounds
within the resulting space. This is more useful in practice as it is the
definition of these qualities that are the tools of the designer. Furthermore, with vacuum, there is the sense of a void separated from the world
around in order to keep it entirely empty; the idea of a volume connected to the world around is closer to what I perceive.

The ecological elements of architecture
We need to define the elements that compose these choreographies.
My conception of the elements of architecture is different to that usually
understood. It is not composed of walls, columns, roofs. These for me
are merely tools, like bricks or clay. The elements that support life define
affordances.
This distinction is essential; focussing on the physical elements instead
of their affordance is making a fetish out of buildings and all fetishes,
as much as they can be fun now and again, can dangerously hide the
absence of essential elements to life’s well-being. Iconic buildings are
fetishes. A few of them are also alive but most are not.

Our practice shows that in order to work with the dynamic processes of
life, you need to define the affordance of the void. Yet you also need to
define rituals, modes of tweaking to guide what happens within. Here
also, the concept of being a void is key to work with the processes; the
openness of the rituals is the essential quality to define. Tempering, shifting between, enhancing, connecting, synchronising, tuning, guiding, are
all acts, influences, that alter without interrupting the flow.

The study of time shows that what is being choreographed is not human
life directly but the rhythms of the elements. In order to support and
guide the agency of life, you can affect any of the ecological categories that form an ecosystem. You can act on the void, the climate, the
resources, living beings and time.

Climate

My concept of architectural elements is very close to the composition of
an ecosystem in ecology. In simplified form, an ecosystem is composed
of a biotope and the life that inhabits it. An ecosystem is dynamic; it does
not stay the same.

Defining the micro-climates is the second element. Whether for plants,
humans or other animals, specific ranges of temperature, sunlight, air
quality and humidity encourage or discourage, support or hinder. We
have discussed this for buildings in the Open Vernacular chapter and for
landscape in the Ruinations section of Part 1.

The void

The timeline analysis shows that the way the environmental forces are
choreographed allows them to follow the rhythms of the weather conditions. Temperature, air, sunlight, water are tempered but are not detached
from those of the climate.

As we have seen in Part 1, one of the main ways of designing is to define
the void within which inhabitation will occur. This is literally true when
designing the affordance of spatial instruments. It is also true metaphorically when choosing the setting for the practice or defining the space
within which the serendipitous design process can happen, as we will
see in Part 3
The quote in the margin by Kakuzo Okakura from The Book of Tea, has
been in my mind since university; I read the book as an undergraduate
and I found this quote again in Gilles Clement book The Garden in
Movement during my diploma years.
It has always made me think of my paternal grandparents, particularly
my grandmother. In contrast to parents who try – usually unsuccessfully
– to make their family come to see them by ordering or making them feel
guilt, my grandparents have an explicit policy of letting people come and
go as they pleased. This has had the result that people often come to visit
them. I have inherited this concept of the void from the farmer side of
my family, especially from my grand mother, Yvette Guibert. She is the
serendipitous gardener described in the prologue.
Okakura presents this focus on the absence, on the void, as the essence
of Japanese culture and philosophy, but my experience suggests that it
may be shared by cultures that maintain a memory of direct engagement
with ecological processes.
What I find particularly useful is the link made between the literal, physical void and the metaphorical, mental void. It links a physical quality of
objects – their affordance – to a way of being in the world, an etiquette
of openness, which is also an affordance for ideas and behaviour. It is
seeing oneself as a void not an object, letting things happen without
overly defining how. In Part 3, we will see how this ontology is present in
the design process.
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Resources
“This Laotse illustrates by his favourite metaphor of the [void]. He claimed that only in
[the void] lay the truly essential. The reality of
a room, for instance, was to be found in the
vacant space enclosed by the roof and the
walls, not in the roof and walls themselves.
The usefulness of a water pitcher dwelt in the
emptiness where water might be put, not in the
form of the pitcher or the material of which it
was made. [The void] is all potent because all
containing. In [the void] alone motion becomes
possible. One who could make of himself a
vacuum into which others might freely enter
would become master of all situations. The
whole can always dominate the part.”
Kakuzo Okakura, The Book of Tea (2000)

This is a rarely-discussed subject in architecture; resources are generally
taken for granted. I am not thinking primarily of the construction budget
but of the resources needed for the inhabitation of the building. This is
less the case in landscape architecture for the nutrients required by the
plants but is the case for maintenance budgets.
We obviously need water, food and energy in order to live. Plants need
water, nutrients in the soil. The dimension that is rarely discussed is
financial. A project is only really successful if it is inhabited and cared
for and this requires some form of funding or other form of exchange.
On one hand, this is not the architect’s direct responsibility, yet it seems
to me that in order to design ecologically, to design more than objects,
we need to be aware of the flows present in a situation and consider
whether the building is able to produce an income – rental for example
– or support livelihood, and is not overly expensive to use and be looked
after for the likely maintenance budget available.
Sometimes decreasing the resources favours a certain ecosystem. In
meadows for example, the harvest and removal of hay once a year
removes with it nutrients present in the soil. This leads to an impoverishment of the soil, which leads to a broader range of species, particularly
flowering ones. More or less humid soil will also lead to different plant
communities.
The non-availability of light, electricity or telephone or internet connection is also a way of controlling the qualities of the environment. This has
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poetic qualities, for example, choosing to have only one external light at
the Farm makes the inhabitant feel the darkness of the night. The absence
of internet and phone connections switches you off from the world.
These are architectural questions; they are spatial qualities.
Channelling rainwater to a planter or roof terrace to create a wet environment is also such a way of controlling a type of biotope.
The action can be direct – add or remove – or indirect. Adding gravel to
soil can make it free draining which means it will dry quicker. Removing
trees means fewer leaves, which means less humus on the ground which
leads to a poorer soil.
All our projects control resources and some are of particular interest.
Well Cared-for Park, an old sketch for a park designed through regular
care that is funded by the income from a block of rental flats, demonstrates how funding thought spatially leads to a sustainable solution – in
financial as well as other terms – and a particular aesthetic. Our Farm
project based on a plan to rent one of the Two Houses around a Loggia
during the summer season to fund the running of the entire property.
And crucially, our property development supports the other parts of
the practice financially. I often despair at the snobbery of much of the
architectural profession towards discussing income sources as if somehow it was dirty. It may not be an important question for those born into
families that can provide financial and material support and contacts for
work. For the rest of us, this is a crucial question, architectural research
does not thrive out of thin air. This is essential in a UK context, where
there is little public funding of architectural research.

The living
We have seen above the creation of an environment that affords specific
kind of life or ecosystem so that it comes of its own accord. Sometimes the best way to influence the outcome is to tweak the life within.
At times it is about starting the process, at others about balancing the
existing species by tweaking, either by removing some plants, or parts of
them, or by adding new species or types of activities.
This is clearest with the Garden in Movement where you cut what is not
wanted to favour the rest.
An example of adding is when we seed a new species in the meadow.
When we brought daisies into one meadow, a few seeds took and subsequently from year to year, the meadow is being gradually covered as the
subsequent generations cast their seeds wider and wider. It is also true
of adding a type of activity in a created place, a shop for example in a
specific spot. Or a market day in a square.
By adding something new, you are potentially setting a process in motion
which can then snowball. With minimum input, you get substantial
results. It relies obviously on the species in question to be appropriate for
the location, that it is not smothered by a more successful species, and
that it can reproduce.
You can also bring in a parasite to control the strength of another plant –
such as yellow rattle, an annual plant that is a parasite of grass, making
it weaker and smaller to allow other plants to grow, this we have been
trying for a few years, so far unsuccessfully, as yellow rattle is a tricky
plant to get established.
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Using species can entirely alter the ecosystem’s Setting, this is particularly obvious with trees which create a shady, woodland environment.
The combined effect of launching a process by adding species or tweaking an ongoing process by removal of others can veer an ecosystem in a
welcomed direction.

Rhythmic time
As I analysed the timelines I realised that they expressed a vision of time
as rhythmic. This conception of time is alike to the one Henri Lefebvre’s
describes in his rhythmanalysis project (Lefebvre, 2013). Time is not
understood as linear, nor is it conceived as cyclical. It is conceived as
rhythms. Rhythms repeat but not in perfect cycles, whereas cyclical time
repeats perfectly. Our mechanistic society is structured on cyclical time,
on clock time, the perfect repetition of 24-hour days. Biological time and
astronomical time is different, the length of days varies – at least where I
live and practice – the life span within a species varies. Ecological time,
the cycles of primary and secondary succession, varies.
These phenomena repeat but their exact duration or scale is
unpredictable.

Landscape and building rhythms
In our work the scales of the rhythms of the landscape and that of architecture are similar, while often thought of as separate. I find a conception of three temporal scales useful: ephemeral, generational / epochal,
framework. These are based on a conception of architecture as the
actualisation of life within its environment.
The ephemeral rhythms of day and seasons are found in both human
activities and the growth and movement of plants. The generational /
epochal rhythms are also similar in scale, on a rhythm of 15-25 years.
In our work, even the process, the rhythm of growth shows parallels as
gardening methodologies are also used there.
The only difference is in the articulation of the rhythm – its beat – of the
growth of the longer-lasting framework. In a European landscape – when
made with trees – the framework develops on a yearly step rhythm,
whereas the framework of a building is on a 5-20+ year beat. Although
the framework of a building changes through maintenance, ageing,
weathering, extensions…, its overall form tends to be more static, especially in the earlier years. Its spatial quality – generally – does not change
to the same degree. A hedgerow if left to mature without much restriction
creates a very different environment when it is young and when it is
mature. After the first 10-20 years, the speed of transformation is not as
dramatic. With the framework of a building, in general these first 10-20
years are relatively static, substantial transformations occur afterwards.
Weathering shows more clearly after 10 years, buildings are adapted
after 15-20 years. Nonetheless, the two curves seen at a larger scale do
not differ that much.
It is worth noting that the speed of destruction is now identical in both
fields and that an increasing number of landscapes in urban environments are constructed and planted very close to their mature form,
ready grown.
The difference between landscape and building time is thus a matter
of the vibration, the texture of the evolution in the process of growth /
construction of the framework, not that of scales or rhythm.
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“In the field of rhythm, certain very broad
concepts nonetheless have a specificity: let us
immediately cite repetition. No rhythm without repetition in time and in space, without
reprises, without returns, in short without measure [mesure]. But there is no identical absolute
repetition, indefinitely. Whence the relation
between repetition and difference. When it
concerns the everyday, rites, ceremonies, fêtes,
rules and laws, there is always something new
and unforeseen that introduces itself into the
repetitive: difference.”
(Lefebvre, 2013, p. 16)

Architecture as performance
This form of improvisatory choreography implies that architecture is seen
by its inhabitants, as a performance, of both buildings and landscapes,
it is an interaction between life and its settings through acts.

Being present (the now)
The focus is on the present; this is meant in three ways.
The first is that this architecture is neither fascinated by the past nor
the future. It uses, and layers signs, patterns, of any period. There is no
desire to return to an idealised golden age, nor to live in a future that
will never be.
Although it uses some signs that are perceived as Romantic, the
approach is not, yet it allows someone whose imagination is Romantic
to perceive it as such, at a point in time. Similarly, it is not a rationalist
architecture either. It may be best described as picturesque, in its original
sense of being neither beautiful nor sublime, neither rational and tasteful,
nor Romantic, a result of process rather than design, which I have called
dialectical picturesque. This is a mongrel form, which, considering the
broad and often contradictory uses of the word picturesque, it may be
less confusing to call oneiric realism. But maybe even this is overly
focussed on the form that may result, which is ever-changing, instead of
the act of inhabitation.
The second is the performance of the open rituals, the contemplative and
meditative qualities that comes from embodying the act. This is similar
to that which Jo Van den Berghe describes as the “nowness” experienced
by the architect on a construction site when used as a moment of design,
but it is projected outwards (Van Den Berghe, 2012). It is the inhabitant
that is assumed to experience this moment, this can sometimes be the
architect in the combined role of experiencing and experimenting, but
the aim is that it transfers through the open ritual pattern to others, non
designers and designers alike.
A third is a more passive form of contemplation of life’s processes by
framing them to make them visible.

Virtualities and openness
What lies behind this sense of being present – here and now – is similar
to Bergson’s concept of “actualization”. Deleuze pointed out a key “distinction” in Bergson’s thought between “possibilities” and “virtualities”.
Possibilities are “knowable”, they pre-exist their “realization” “already
endowed with their proper form”. (Branden, 2016, p. 149)

An attempt at drawing Henri Lefebvre’s spatial
categories: physical space (green), conceived
space (blue square) and lived space (enmeshed
lines)

“Possibilities” are “realized” and “virtualities” are “actualized” (Branden,
2016, p. 149). “Possibilities” are limited and predetermined whereas
“virtualities” are multiple. The process of actualisation is one of “differentiation”; ”the action […] does not resemble the virtuality that it
embodies. It is difference that is primary in the process of actualization”;
“actualization” is a creative act.
The concept of usefulness is in line with virtuality; it does not aim for a
specific set of functions but for a certain type of openness, of propensity,
to be actualised by the inhabitant.
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Meaningfulness – polysemy and ambivalence – likewise, does not
predetermine meaning, its ambiguity is the framework for the creation of
meaning.
The Landscape Gestures or Ruinations do not set a precise outcome, the
ecosystem can actualise. A type of ecosystem – a meadow – is a family
of virtualities.
A nature is a place where actualisation of beings is made possible by not
over-imposing the abstraction of possibilities.
It is worth pointing out nonetheless that the way we often define virtualities, usefulness, is by testing extreme possibilities. This is what creates the
level of openness of patterns. For example, with the design of houses, we
will always test how you could locate the largest table possible.
In this practice, the projects virtualities are offered to humans, as well
as other beings, and this means that the ecosystems themselves have
agency, they emerge.

Diversity and degrees of openness
Fostering natures is a form of control but it does not control the natures
in an abstractness way, nor directly; it is not a military form of control.
There is no definite idea of what something will be. It controls the degree
of openness or looseness of both the settings and the nurturing acts.
This openness describes a breadth of affordance and thus is specific to a
certain specimen or ecosystem. It is both a spatial quality – how much
space is there for something – and temporal – how much time is there
for something to happen. John Cage often used the notion of levels of
“indeterminacy” in a way similar to my use of Openness.
This experience matches the tenets of systems theory that life resists
entropy, “through sucking out order out of the entropy around them and
organising it in a way beneficial to them”; it does this through a process
of self-organisation in a “balance between the opposite states of rigidity
and chaos”, “life itself exists at the “edge of chaos”, a state with enough
dynamism to continue growing and adapting and enough stability to
maintain order and integration” (Lent, 2017, p. 366).

An attempt at drawing Henri Lefebvre spatial
categories: physical space (purple), conceived
space (blue) and practiced space (orange)
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“Virtualities, by contrast, are of a different order
altogether: they do not preexist their coming
into being in an already constituted form. The
virtual exist in a state of potentiality and is, as
such, properly unknowable. Whereas possibilities relate to static, pre-formed, closed systems
(being, in fact, backward projections from an
existing reality), virtualities are part of ongoing
systems, “vital” and “creative” systems that are
infinitely evolving and temporally accumulating. The virtual, therefore, cannot be fully
conceived until it is created.”
(Branden, 2016, p.149)

A key finding is that too much openness can give less agency to some
species, usually the weaker, because the more powerful species, or boisterous activities – the thugs, the bullies – will thrive and take their place.
Although in theory the weaker could thrive there, others thrive more
than them. Thus, giving agency to the broadest range of species is often a
question of limiting the openness in some areas.
Through this Ph.D., I generally have aimed to remove as much of my
control as possible in order to reveal the fostering activities, those that
are necessary to maintain coherence. What this has revealed is a mastery
of degrees of openness, of creating as open situations as possible. This
means closing them more if need be: accelerating the pace, reducing
the size – reducing the spatial or temporal scales – or the amount of
resources available. The scale of this architecture is a behavioural scale
defined by the spatial and temporal scales.
This nurturing form of control is used to achieve a certain balance of
the ecosystem. Where things go, and exactly how much, or even which
elements, is not that relevant to me, but a certain balance is important, as
is enough functional diversity, and heterogeneity. It is this that makes the
visual quality of this work more a matter of texture than that of object.

Architecture as emergent natures
Part one concluded that my fascination was with working with flows.
This part shows how the flows are not constrained to be a definite
choreography; they are dealt with as emergent.
The elements interact with each other to form an ecosystem. Ecosystems
are dynamic; they change and evolve over time. They do so in an emergent fashion.
The various elements are not separated, they constantly interact, alter
and are altered by each other. For example, trees grow into a woodland,
walls and roofs alter the climate, fungi breaks down mineral to release
nutrients, fire burns a forest and heats a building. The composted organic
material brings back nutrients to the soil and increases the capacity of
the soil to retain moisture, a building can create an income. The emergent intelligence of a forest limits the extent of fires.
This forms a mesh of interactions where each element functions in
multiple ways.
Any ecosystem is emergent, this means that it dynamically changes, following these complex interactions between the inert, the living and the
knowledge that is present in the system. This is true of wilder ecosystems
as much as those more influenced by human activity such as a countryside or a city.
It is key to be able to understand the rhythms of such ecological
processes in order to understand how to nurture them.
What we have described so far is how we guide this process of emergence. Let us now look at how I conceptualise this emergence in my
practice so that it becomes a useful concept.
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Character as emergent intelligence
I often use the word character when talking about a place, but not in
the objectified sense generally adopted in the architectural community.
Character is defined as “the mental and moral qualities distinctive to an
individual“ (Oxford Dictionary) but this is an objectified understanding
of character. I prefer understanding character as a knowledge of the
likely behaviour of a being or system, a propensity towards.
When we talk about the character of a person, of the culture of a place
or the genius loci of a landscape, we refer to this emergent quality of a
system, that of the neurones in our brain connected to our entire body,
that of the network of trees and fungi in a forest or that of a city. This
emergence has a quality, when you are embodied in a place you can
sense a character and the knowledge of this character guides your decisions. Character is also the intelligence of the place, a repository of what
works well there, or at least has worked so far.
A meadow in a certain place can be energetic or sluggish, rough or soft.
A soft meadow can be treated more gently; a rough one can cope with
much beating.
This character is not constant but it is nonetheless readable just like that
of a person. The character we sense from a place is more than the physical form, it is the emergence of the entire ecosystem, including the living
elements. Protecting only the physical form is the same as looking after
the pot that contains a plant and not the plant.
This character evolves during the process of succession, the scrubland
phase does not feel like the woodland phase, yet there are some elements of continuity. Maybe this is similar to ageing for a human being.
A meadow becomes softer over time, more diverse and more uniform
from a distance but it can also become emaciated if too much nutrient
has been removed.
I now perceive this emergence as the essence of culture, for an
urban ecosystem, and genius loci, for the countryside or wilder areas.
The character of a place is this fluid quality.

Representation in complex systems
In systems theory, this character, which I have perceived intuitively
through my practice, is a combination of “representation” and
“self-organisation”. Paul Cilliers explains their role:
“to cope with [the demands of a changing environment] the
system must have two capabilities: it must be able to store information concerning the environment for future use; and it must be
able to adapt its structure when necessary. The first [is] the process
of representation; the second, which concerns the development
and change of internal structure without the a priori necessity of
an external designer, [is] the process of self-organisation.”
(Cilliers, 1998, p. 10)
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This reveals qualities of ecosystems to which our “modern” society tends
to be blind: ecosystems have the knowledge, and capacity to look after
themselves. This knowledge is stored, not primarily in the elements they
are composed of, but in the “relationships between the structural components of the system itself” (Cilliers, 1998, p. 10).

Nurturing the emergence of fluid selves and communities
As an architect, I consider that inhabitants’ lives and meaning emerge at
the same time as the places they inhabit.
We often assume that our self is contained within our brain, a kind of
library in which knowledge is stored. Yet, neurological research has
demonstrated that our entire body thinks as a network (Radio program –
Sur les Epaules de Darwin, France Inter). Psychologists also believe that
we are also our environment; we are not a separate entity thinking alone
but a result of the interaction between what surrounds us and our body
(Guattari, 2008). We are the ecosystem that surrounds us and the ecosystem is partially us through our actions within it. The knowledge changes.
Our sense of self is fluid. What we are here and now is different to
we were there and then. There are elements of commonality but this
is layered with the place we are in, the communities we belong to.
Community is a dynamic ecology.
The mechanical and military sense of self that dominated the 20th
century is to fit within an idealised construct, whether mechanistic or
romantic. There the organisation of a community is also seen as static –
family, village / town, region, country.
In order for the self to be able to develop, it requires a degree of independence from the social, not total separation but possible privacy. This
possibility for privacy is the great success of the industrial revolution.
Similarly communities of affinity – small scale – require independence
from the broader social ecology. Some of this is provided by social media
but it also needs embodiment.
The village pattern in the Open Vernacular series deals with this question. This typology allows a community of interest to exist and also provides the privacy that is necessary for the development of the individual
self of modernity. Both dimensions of the human condition, being an
individual and a social animal, are nurtured.

Nurturing the practitioner’s self
This fluidity that applies to all inhabitants applies to my sense of self as
gardener architect. I empathise – maybe too much – I am influenced by
many – maybe too much – I feel connected to what surrounds. Am I an
unusual case, or is this shared by many designers today?
My experience of the design process is that I am altered by the places I
design within and that my presence alters them. We will see how in Part
3 this empathy is essential to the design process. This also applies to how
I have shaped my ontology.
Looking at the practice diagram has made me understand that the
choices of setting for the practice is a demonstration of this fluidity and
porosity of the self. In order to get closer to the research I wish to do I
need to change my setting, my community. After a decade of Landscape
Gestures at the Farm, I am no longer the same person. I did not know
222 · Reflection 2 - improvisatory choreography of elements

who I would become when we chose to buy and care for this place.
Moving away from specific communities to join others is a way of shaping the self not as an object but through a milieux.
This understanding is essential to this research; developing an ecological
approach is only possible by embodying such an empathetic approach
with enough space, time, and the right community, in order to gain an
understanding of how natures behave.

Affordance and propensity
In order to design with something that emerges, you need to impact
on it by redefining the affordance of ecosystem. In order to do so, you
need to read the range of directions that the ecosystem is likely to take,
its propensity.
Using the elements to influence the emergence of the place means that
they are understood primarily for their affordance, for what they afford to
the life in question. Affordance is not a universal quality, it is specific to
that which affords and that which is afforded at a specific point in time.
A door closed with a handle affords entry to a human but not to a bird or
a tree. (Gibson, 1986, ch. 8, Norman, 2013)
This specificity is the key tool for working with emergence, if you wish
to favour a certain type of behaviour, you limit the affordance of the
environment for what you wish to avoid while opening the affordance for
what you wish to see.
Furthermore, this is time based, a shop, for example, may be open all
day, but it only affords if there are people near and it sells things they
may wish to buy.
The agency of one living organism can be seen as the sum of affordances
received by an element or being. It is also specific to this being in a
certain situation. You cannot design the agency directly, this would mean
telling someone precisely what they should do, but you can define the
affordance of the environment through designing patterns.

Taoism
As we have already seen when discussing the concept of the void,
Taoist philosophy resonates with this practice. It understands the world
as flows, constantly in movement between life and death, it celebrates
growth as well as decay. It also shares a focus on daily rituals of care
such as cleaning or gardening as embodied forms of contemplation born
out of the repetition of acts. As Jeremy Lent has shown in his exceptional
historical study of cultural cognitive frameworks, Taoist and neo-Confucian Chinese philosophies offer many useful concepts to the understanding of complexity and ecology (2017).
In The Propensity of Things, Francois Jullien analyses the Chinese word
“shi” (1995) through its use in the arts, military strategy and politics. He
shows how the definition of this word is difficult to comprehend for a
Westerner as the concept does not exist in our culture. Shi both describes
a “disposition”, an “arrangement”, a setting, and the “potential”, “propensity”, that a situation has (Jullien, 1995, p. 12). It can describe a physical or semantic situation and the likely outcomes. Shi is simultanously
the Setting and the potentiality for flow that its affordance defines.
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The difference I see between the terms affordance and propensity is that
the latter is systemic and has a dimension of likelihood, of direction,
whereas affordance deals with the relation between two elements and
the virtual sense of anything that could be.
Reading, and (re)defining, the propensity of a place are the main tasks
of the gardener architect. Architecture for the gardener architect is the
propensity of a place.

Wu wei
In the introduction, we have already looked at Freya Matthews’ concept
of nature as a situation where “everything unfolds or behaves in accordance with its intrinsic dispositions or an innate conatus”, which she
opposes to “abstractness”, “a state of affairs in which the dispositions of
things are diverted by agents to produce endstates which match those
agents’ abstract ideals or imagined scenarios”. (Matthews, 2004).
She analyses the Taoist concept of wu wei, which encourages us to
work with the flow of the world rather than against it, with its nature.
The metaphor of a river is often used; “Flowing into whatever spaces are
available, finding a way around obstacles rather than contending them,
insisting on nothing, but nevertheless, by dint of continuous adaptation
to whatever presents, unwaveringly achieving its end”. The main concept
here to my mind is this idea that through continuous engagement,
dialogue, one can reach ones destination, develop ones own conativity
and yet the beings surrounding you also do.
She defines multiple types of wu wei. There is a “passive form” where
you only let yourself flow and there is a “constructive form” where you
set a situation in such a way that it leads towards a desired outcome.
This parallels the nurturing and setting patterns in my practice described
in Part 1. There are nonetheless a few distinctions. The first is that rituals
do not just go with the flow, they are not passive, they guide the flow as
it happens towards one of the potential directions with minimum effort.
The second difference is that the two categories are not working separately; they function together. Defining the setting guides the rituals and
defining the rituals shapes the setting.

This description of the creation of synergy through exchange matches
that of the creation of knowledge, of representation, in complex systems.
Cilliers explains:
“Meaning is the result of a process, and this process is dialectical – involving elements from inside and outside – as well as
historical, in the sense that previous states of the system are vitally
important.”
(Cilliers, 1998, p. 11)
In other words, if we wish the system to learn, to have more diverse
information and thus increased diversity, we need to both retain
information from the past and nurture the dialogues that expand it.
This part has allowed us to understand that the gardener architect
choreographs the elements in an improvisatory fashion to nurture the
emergence of places and practice. We have also clarified an implicit
ecological ontology, one similar to complex theory and Taoism, that
focusses on the dynamic relations between elements, on the flows,
on the emergence, as the essential quality of the world to nurture and
express.
The next and final part will look at how the gardener architect intervenes
in this systemic creative process; as natures are in a constant process
of emergence, how does an architect design with the ecosystem’s own
creative process?

It is also worth pointing out that setting and nurturing, instruments and
rituals, are similar tools to those used in improvisatory arts such as
theatre or performance. Similarly, improvisation merges a language of
patterns, of elements that can be used according to circumstances, these
may be chosen before the performance or not (Smith, 1997).

Synergy
Freya Matthews integrates these concepts in a spectrum of ecological
positions, of “degrees of sustainability” from the lower “letting be”, the
passive and constructive forms of wu wei, the “mutualistic” form, where
“the benefit [derived] is reciprocated” and the” synergetic” mode where
an “agent’s conativity is adapted to the conativity of others”, where one
learns to want what the ecosystem needs. Synergy can happen causally,
through natural selection, or intentionally when “adaptation to the conativity of others takes place either as a result of deliberation or, […],
as a result of communicative encounter or exchange” (Mathews, 2011,
pp. 15-19). In Part 1, we have seen how this happens between the
projects and the repertoire; we will see in Part 3 how the processes of
dialogue happens through the design process.
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Methods 3 – Through practice
During the first half of the Ph.D., as is typical in this research through
reflective practice methodology, the Ph.D. reflective process has been
primarily “on” past practice and gradually increasingly “in” current practice. By this I mean that the process starts by making explicit what was
primarily implicit in the past and as these elements are conceptualised;
they are dealt with explicitly as I practice. The constants extracted can be
brought back into the practice to be more effective and reassess them.
From the middle of the Ph.D. process, as new case studies appear, it
becomes possible to frame these projects following potential seen in
the theory extracted, which had not been investigated in past work due
to circumstances and choices, in order to further develop the theory.
On actual projects, commissions, this framing is light; it is not possible
to go against the client’s needs and other constraints. On projects first
developed through design, the framing can be tighter. Choices were first
made according to the clarity of tools and processes, and gradually more
around a developing sense of purpose, however much this sense of purpose is originally tentative and will only feel grounded at the end.
This moment is a shift during which three case studies develop, public
behaviour is increasingly used as a research tool, and a preferred form of
open media is defined.

The shift: increasing the openness of the practice
A shift happened during the time of my PRS4 which we have looked at in
Part 2. The analysis of timelines has changed the way I look at my work.
Firstly, I started to conceptualise architecture as an improvisatory choreography of ecological forces and their rhythms, explicitly rather than
implicitly. I see more clearly the focus being on the support and expression of processes of emergence, as well as those of growth and decay.
Secondly, I now see the repertoire of tools (especially the main categories) and the dialogical mode of the gardener in all the dimensions
of practice: in the projects themselves as we have seen in Part 1, in the
development of the practice as we have seen in Part 2, and we will see
how it applies to the design processes now. All dimensions are now seen
as emergent system that share tool categories and methods. Seeing these
tools allows me to use them in all three dimensions of practice, as the
case studies that follow will show.
Thirdly, the focus on working with emergence, increasingly sees an
enmeshment of the three dimensions of practice. The design process
merges with the life of the place and the project; the life of a project is
a continuation of the emergence of that design, with which the emergence of my practice interacts. Both are transformed by this exchange;
the place evolves to another state, and the practice learns, adds patterns
to its repertoire – both the design patterns as well as the design process
ones. In this position, each place is acknowledged for having intelligence
and knowledge and the project is a way to facilitate the emergence of
this intelligence and simultaneously learn from it to expand, layer and
clarify patterns and method.

1. To merge the building and landscape practices further –
both literally and in terms of methods.
2. To support and express processes further, bringing humans closer
to them.
3. To use the patterns strategically in order to understand them better,
in particular to use the two types, Rituals and Settings, together consciously to look at how they interact, and reverse the prevalence of
Settings in buildings and Rituals in landscapes. This applied to the
three dimensions of practice.
4. To set more open design processes, to loosen my hand further in
order to understand the essence of the dialogical iterative process,
and what my role is in this process.
This was researched through practising, through three ongoing case
studies.

Case studies crises
I had originally defined five projects as potential live case studies:
1. Land art gestures at the Farm.
2. The design and construction of Under the Meadow.
3. The design and construction of Hall and Alcoves.
4. Our new property in London.
5. A property development project in London.
Projects did not develop as planned. There has been a shift from client
commissions to self-generated projects due to three factors: projects
being put on hold, an overheated London property market and accepting
a fellowship based in another country.
It is notable that in the last 9 months of my practice the focus has moved
towards projects using vegetation. One form has been the development
of land-art projects, both as intended at our property in France, the Farm,
and a new scheme in Brussels that would have used similar methodologies in an urban context. A new speculative project using design-based
methodology to test the concept of a building made virtually solely out
of living material has also been developed.
This has filled the gap that appeared when two residential projects (2 and
3 above), which were meant to be on site in the first year of the fellowship, were put on hold after tendering, thus releasing time. These have
nonetheless been detailed, technically resolved, and tendered, if not
inhabited.
The property development project has not developed productively. The
key factor is that the current “bubble” quality of the London property
market has made this a non-urgent item at present as we believe that the
market will crash in the not so distant future and do not wish to invest at
this time.

At the beginning of the second half of the Ph.D., I had in mind three
parallel lines of enquiry:

The influence of the fellowship, which requires presence in Belgium for
50% of working time, is probably also a factor in terms of the capacity to
gain new client commissions in London where I have a network, as I am
a sole practitioner. Nevertheless two leads appeared that could lead to
projects that will support the research focus. The first, which has already

230 · Methods 3 - through practice

231 · Methods 3 - through practice

Overleaf: the table of PRS5

232 · Methods 3 - through practice

233 · Methods 3 - through practice

become a project is the Repository of Stories, came from a discussion
with the client on the question of openness –flexibility – in buildings.
The second combines landscape and buildings as well as tourism and
agriculture, in a citrus farm in Greece. Interestingly the owners contacted
me as they had seen some of the research I am currently doing on Facebook. The project has not happened yet due to the borrowing difficulties
in Greece.
This may be a sign of a constructive shift in the commissioned work in
relation to agency, focus on ecological processes, and the merging of
buildings and landscapes.
At some point I thought that this reflective practice methodology’s weak
point is this unpredictability of case studies that do not come to fruition.
My conclusion now is that there tends to be something else that comes
around that becomes a worthwhile case study. It seems that as the knowledge of the practice becomes explicit, especially as the sense of purpose
clarifies, the practice ecosystem tips into a new equilibrium, new clients
show interest.

Public behaviour
I have spent much time disseminating this research since the beginning
of the fellowship, giving lectures and presentations at the PRS conferences as well as the conference Re-imagining Rurality, an exhibition at
the Research Making, Making Research conference (September 2015,
Aarhus School of Architecture), a lecture on Colin Ward (October 2015,
London, by the Garden Museum and The Architecture Foundation), and
a presentation around an exhibit at the Research Moments conference
(January 2016, Brussels, KU Leuven Faculty of Architecture). Teaching at
the University of Westminster also spreads the findings.
The combination of these public presentations is the first step in establishing a field of practice that lies in the overlap between architecture,
ecological gardening and environmental art. This serves multiple roles in
the research.
It is a research tool, as it shapes the community of practice, the research
context. It forms a process of peer review outside of the doctoral institutional framework, that will ensure it continues beyond the Ph.D. period.
Simultaneously, it also can attract new case studies relevant to the
research focus.
Lastly, it inspires others to follow a similar direction or use some of the
tools. It is a process of dissemination.
We will look at this in more detail in the following chapters.

It is worth noting that a key catalyst was the discovery of Freya Mathews’
concepts of “nature”. This helped me express succinctly this sense of
purpose common to the various series.

Open media
In order to work with the agency of life and the emergence of ecosystems, I have developed and used a specific range of media. The first
is the open drawing or model which permits the development of the
gardening iteration at both the virtual and “real” stages.

Softness and warmth
Gradually through the development of my practice, I have been moving
away from CAD renderings. Orthographic CAD drawings are still used
for dimensional rigour and construction purposes – and those are not of
specific interest – but drawings used for communication have increasingly been made by hand, generally in pencil and often have been
watercolours.
This shift has happened because I realised that this medium was
approachable by my clients and others. This welcoming quality comes
in part from the softness of the medium. There is nothing hard about the
drawings. They have a childlike quality.
It is precisely the opposite of most computer renderings favoured in the
production of the built environment today. These are hard drawings, they
propose a seemingly perfect and complete vision which you can either
agree with or not.
Open drawing is also a lively medium, both hand sketches and watercolour have a wavering and emergent quality. You can read in them the
thinking process that happened through them.

A trace of the transfer of intuitive knowledge
Hand drawings embody within the quality of the lines the thinking
process that took place through them. They are a trace, a record, of the
thinking process in action, that can be read through the medium itself as
much as what is drawn.
In order for them to have this quality, and be effective tools, they have
to be done in complete focus, at a point when the matter of the medium
(paper, pencil, and paint), the body, and the mind form one in a moment.
This embodiment allows embodied memory, a wisdom type of knowledge that is subconscious, to come out and onto the page. It has little
to do with rational / analytical thinking, although there are moments
of reflection between moments of intuition. These moments are often
confused.

Explicating the method

Vagueness yet clear in intention

The explication of method was primarily carried out through academic
writing and laying out the various elements (images and writing)produced during the Ph.D. in book form. The structure of the two versions
produced was tested at two conferences. As we have explained in the
introduction, the original structure of multiple booklets was simplified to
use the narrative form of knowledge effectively and shorten the document. The polycentric structure was nonetheless retained as parts dealing
with different types of knowledge.

The other quality of these drawings is that they are both clear in intention
and yet slightly vague. This makes them open to interpretation yet operative. A quality which I enjoy in Lina Bo Bardi’s drawings using the same
technique and which was picked up by Angelo Bucci in my 5th Practice
Research Symposium: “she designed the same way when she designed a
garden or architecture, always watercolour, not precise but very clear”.
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They are sufficiently clear for a specific stage, but no more. They are
heuristic devices, just good enough for the task at hand. Their purpose
is not to seduce or fully convince, it is to bring a potential direction for
discussion.
The drawings use various techniques, perspective, plans, sections,
axonometric, at various scales. They are often distorted, especially the
perspectives, in order to show multiple viewpoints that a geometrically
accurate perspective would not.
Few contemporary architects use watercolour. One of the most known is
Steven Holl, but he uses watercolour for its capacity to convey light and
tactile qualities of the architectural form, whereas mine aim to bring the
attention to either concepts – in diagrams and timelines discussed in Part
2 – and the habitability of architecture.

Pure design-based methodology, in order to reflect and / or design, is
used sparingly so as to avoid the potential monologue of the architect
within a detached professional discourse, and outside of the complexity
of natures.
We will now look at the three case studies which will reveal how the
gardener architect designs and what is design in this practice. As the
research through the practice becomes explicit, the production itself
shifts into a different ecological design that expresses an altered understanding of the world.

Inhabited media
Most of the drawings and models are inhabited. I often use the term
activity drawings and activity models to describe those. This is not to say
that the activities represented are definite but that they force the designer
to think of the architecture not solely as the building but the relationship
between the building and the life that will inhabit it.
As dolls houses do, they lead you in a process of personal and virtual
inhabitation. This applies both to the person looking at them and to the
designer drawing. This inhabitation is often indicated through furniture
and objects, sometimes through drawing human figures, animals or
plants.
This quality is useful for us architects to remember when designing with
agency in mind. We encourage their use in our Design Studio. But it is
just as essential in the communication with clients who can more easily
virtually inhabit the space before it is built.

Tables
During this second half of the Ph.D., I also started to present narratives
differently during presentations. The assemblage of images in the virtual
Prezi board, used in the first half, become tables covered with artefacts.
The main purpose of this is to bring fully the embodied knowledge tat
they are a trace of in the presentation. Once made into projections, they
lose some of their capacity to talk.

“Through design” into
“through reflective practice”
In part due to a period without actual case studies – case studies with a
client and / or site – I used design-based methods, which has informed
and guided the development of a speculative self-generated project, a
pavilion that tests the fusion of plants and inert material, the symbiotic
relationship between the two. It is the Roots Pavilion case study we will
look at.
The “through design” methodology is integrated into the overall “through
reflective practice” approach. This reveals that they are not exclusive.
Once a sense of purpose is found in the reflection on past practice, this
becomes the starting point of a through design investigation, one that
aims to lead to an actual project in the future.
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Case Study 1: Courtyard Meadow

This is the driest the area of our land and with the thinnest layer of top
soil. For this reason, it was the only one that had not progressed as far
into scrubland when we bought the property. It remained primarily
grassland.

During the Ph.D., the Landscape Gestures shifted. As I became conscious
of the processes that we used and the improvisatory form of choreography they are, the schemes became increasingly layered.

Because of this and its proximity to the house, it has been the most
looked-after meadow and has over time developed the most varied
plant diversity.

The scale of frameworks – settings and timeframeworks – becomes
increasingly precise and layered.

The surface is very gently undulating and there are also variations in
soil depth. This leads to a “field situation” in the sense of a “continuous”
grassland surface yet with an extremely varied range of species –
“multiplicity”, textures and depths, as well as literally of course
(Branden, 2016, p. 145, p. 147).

Although each year’s choreography is ephemeral, it builds on a gradual
evolution of the plant community and accumulation of pattern in the
repertoire.
Surprisingly, a figurative layer develops.

As previously described, the yearly mowing of the entire area creates
a timeframework for the meadows, each year the scheme is renewed
afresh, which increases its resilience.

Landscape as layered improvisatory choreography
In Parts 1 and 2, we have seen how the Landscape Gestures can be seen
as an improvisatory form of composition of ecological movement in
space similar to some of the works of John Cage, an improvisatory
choreography of growth of plants and processes of succession.
This realisation has led to an increased layering of methods throughout
the landscape of the farm. I will use the example of the 2017 choreography of the Courtyard Meadow as a case study.
The courtyard meadow is on a relatively flat piece of land, the edge of a
plateau. It is framed to the North and South West by the house and barn
and to the North East by the edge of the plateau before it drops steeply
towards the flood plain.
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Crocus Line
In 2015 we planted a line of crocus tomassinus
in the middle of the meadow section path.
The concept is that over time the crocus will
self seed at different speed according to the
variations in soil depth and humidity.

Some gestures come back year on year, but generally with variations;
others are used once.
Meadow Section, is a straight path reproduced every year with some
variations. Its axis leads the movement and eye towards the depth of
the site as well as providing the experience of the entire section of plant
ecologies, from the short dry meadow to the lush and tall wet meadow.
This acts as a frame and reference point from year to year.

Below: the 2017 Courtyard Meadow scheme
in April
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Crocus Line – summer
In the following summer 2016, we didn’t mow
the line of crocuses to allow for the replenishment of the bulbs.
We could have mowed over once the leaves
dried in late spring but liked the effect of the
two stripes which revealed through the varying
shadows the variations in topography and soil
depth. This led to the concept of the meadow
stripes for 2017.

The Garden in Movement technique is used to remove lucerne (Medicago sativa ssp. falcata) where it is overly dominant and smothers all
other plants. This creates irregular shapes which change and reduce year
on year.
In 2017 we layered a new gestures, a continuous pattern of stripes,
applied at a loosely regular interval, following the natural movement on
the land. This concept grew from an enjoyment of the way shadows in
the resulting stripes of another gesture – Crocus Line – made the variations in topography and soil depth visible in 2016.
The result is a layered composition of varying processes which are all
decided in advance but most of which do not have a precise location
until they are performed. The stripes are not quite parallel and regular,
the mowed patches are unpredictable and dictated by the plants. The
growth of the meadow – height and balance of species – follows the
weather patterns of the year.
This composition includes a process-driven layer, abstract forms
(stripes and section line), and elements of figuration which will be
looked at below.
Importantly, this more clearly formal composition is more easily perceived. Everyone seems to like it. What is growing overall is the same
as before, but the higher level of formal abstraction allows people to
perceive the meadow not as a wild area but as a garden.
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The 2017 Courtyard Meadow scheme in April
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John Cage
River Rocks and Smoke 4/11/90, no1 1990
Watercolour on smoked paper (top)
(from Everyday is a Good Day:
the Visual Art of John Cage, p. 143)
Fontana Mix score (left)
There is much similarity with John Cage’s
“chance operations”. In Cage’s watercolours,
elements are located according to a system of
random numbers, the I Ching: found river pebbles around which the profile is painted, lines,
geometric shapes, or smoke.
In Fontana Mix (Branden, 2016) a number of
predetermined elements drawn on acetate are
dropped to form a new composition for each
performance.

The Farm Courtyard Meadow 2017
choreography – improvisatory
This watercolour was painted during the
summer of 2016 following the experience
of the 2016 scheme.

The difference is that chance occurs through
the decisions made by the landscape that year
and that of the performer/gardener.

I read this as a score for the Landscape Gestures. Some lines are never mowed during the
year, others once, others – the paths – regularly.

In both these examples by Cage and in the
2017 Courtyard Meadow scheme, the same
set of rules would lead to a different scheme
each time. This is because they are loose or as
Cage would have said, there is a high level of
“indeterminacy”.

What was performed is not exactly what was
planned as various elements follow decisions
made by the meadow, or decisions made by
the performer/gardener.

(Cage, 1958)
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The 2017 Courtyard Meadow
in April
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Scale of framework and perception of processes
The result of the 2017 performance is a discovery of the importance of
the scale of the stripe gesture in regards to the perception of the meadow.
In previous years, most of the surface was untouched, which led to a
strong sense of unity of the meadow surface but it also meant that most
of the meadow was far from the viewer and thus detail could only be
seen near the meadow section path.
The effect of the stripes is that although there is still a sense of continuity,
there is also a sense that the meadow is a series of borders which you
can walk close to. You can see the variations in detail throughout.
This has led to an entirely new experience – we spend more time in
it, looking at the various stripes which are all different in the range of
plants, texture and height.
The question of scale is thus essential to define the experience, even
though the location of each element is left to chance.
Scale works in three dimensions in this landscape gesture. There is the
scale of access; the paths that mark the pattern allow you to get close
to the plants and thus see them bigger and a more diverse range. The
second is the scale of proportion; the relationship between the size of
plants, their leaves and flowers, is perceived in proportion to the borders
instead of the entire meadow directly; they appear larger than without
the framing. The last is the scale of pattern; this is perceiving the gestures
at the scale of the entire meadow.
When the meadow develops and dries later on in the year, its texture is
rougher, the stripes hold the meadow, maintain the perception on the
non-threatening side of chaos.
The Landscape Gestures are thus framing the various scales of landscape
elements to reinforce the presence of each. In particular, they make the
plants visible for those who may miss them.

The Farm Courtyard Meadow 2017 in April
Top of both pages, different stripe borders.
Bottom, facing page, Robin Pembrooke walking
the meadow with a cup of coffee, a morning
ritual that existed in previous schemes but has
now lengthened as there is more detail to see.
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The Farm Landscape Gestures 2017
Left: improvisatory score drawn in the autumn
2016.
Right: Google map satellite view of performed
score, spring 2017
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Figuration appears from process
So far, the landscape has developed through the processes of improvisatory gestures, accepting the moves of the landscape and those of the
performers / gardeners, sometimes both.
Some elements of the landscape reminds you of past landscapes, meadows for example, but this is increasingly less the case as we have seen
above. What increasingly defines the land is a conjunction of chance
and abstract form.
The work on pollards I will describe now is different; although it has also
been the result of an entirely serendipitous succession of trials where I
have listened to the response of the ecosystem or trees.

Pollards
2011 – ongoing
Prior to the industrial revolution, a common form of tree management
used to produce fuel, material and fodder, involved cutting at regular
intervals most of the branches of trees, either at ground level in the case
of coppiced woodland or above the reach of mammals in the case of
pollarded trees as these tended to be located in hedgerows or within
pastures. This technique is highly productive as the trees’ root system is
maintained which ensures a rapid regrowth after cutting compared to
replanting a new forest. Such trees can be cropped every ten years or so
depending on the species.
Over time, the regular regime of harvest led to the creation of an
ecosystem type to which some species adapted. With the progress of
industrialisation, just as has happened to meadows, these practices have
disappeared and with them their ecosystems which has led to a substantial drop in species specific to such conditions.
These practices when carried out in gardens are seen – by some – as
cruel and barbarous. This is a misunderstanding of what a healthy ecosystem is and a conception of trees as if they were animals. The vegetal
realm is one that has developed through constant harvesting by humans
and other animals. As plants cannot flee, they survive by a capacity to
regrow.
Recent research shows that trees react to cutting, they send signals to
warn other trees, develop protections. Some scientists now believe that
trees are sentient beings that perceive and make decisions (Pollan, 2016).
This does not mean that they perceive the world as we do, and thus
that they experience pain the same way. It is worth pointing out the
surprising fact that pollarded trees last longer than non-pollarded trees
(en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pollarding).

Above: dancing tree prior to second cut.
Facing, from top: Van Gogh, Pollard Birches
(1884, Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam),
Giuseppe Arcimboldo, The Winter
(1573, Louvre, Paris, France), Giuseppe
Penone, Idee di Pietra Olmo (Tadzio, 2013)
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My position is that cruelty to plants is not so much a question of cutting
as it is of making them live in the wrong environment, or harvesting too
much or too often. In such cases, you can read the signs that the plants
become unhealthy.
In terms of diversity of species, if we are not to lose some species that
thrived in pollarded trees and coppiced forests, we will have to pursue such maintenance. There are two ways of doing this, one is purely
looking back at the past, conservation, the other is to use such practices
to create something new, this is what we are doing at the Farm. We are
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using the techniques of meadow, pollards and coppiced wood management, but using these to shape a different aesthetic that grows from a
history but which shifts it into another realm.
When I started pollarding trees, it was to shape about 40 ash trees that
had self-seeded in the lower part of our meadow in order to both produce the wood to heat the house and recreate them as gnarly sculptures.
Over time, the trunks of pollards develop a rugged and stocky appearance. They look like characters.

Dancing Pollards
2011 – ongoing
The way the pollarded grove regrew gave a sense of dynamic, as if the
trees were dancing. I decided that the following cuts, will aim to clarify
these shapes, to make them more readable in what will become the “permanent” part of the pollarded trees, the rugged part that will age.
Together, they will form a grove of dancing trees.
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Above and facing: the sculpting of the Dancing
Pollards after their first regrowth

The Family
2015 – ongoing
A group of ash trees in the Courtyard Meadow near the house, which I
originally intended to remove entirely, looked to me like a family or a
group of friends, each with their own character and size.
The same treatment was applied as with the dancing trees but with the
aim of expressing the more static qualities of these trees and enhancing
the different character of each specimen.
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Shiva feeding the birds
This ash tree had grown in a pile of asbestos
cementitious cladding. It had been cut down
previously and regrew in a multiple trunk form.
Once the sheets were removed, the original
idea was to cut the tree down but I saw a
shape in the tree that attracted me, something
similar to the Indian god Shiva, “the destroyer
and transformer”, “who creates, protects and
transforms the universe” (https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Shiva).
The god is often represented dancing on one
leg with an array of arms radiating from his
trunk.
I made a sketch of the essence of what I had
in mind and trimmed the tree to reveal this
system. The sketch was not based on direct
observation; I made it from memory in the
evening.
The arms were subsequently given bird feeders
as the statues of the god usually have various
artefacts, arms and tools. Hence the name.
A large white stone was also added in a fork as
in Giuseppe Penone’s sculptures.
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The Lovers – interspecies love
2015 – ongoing
The piece that interests me the most currently is The Lovers – interspecies love ; it is composed of two trees that have grown in an embrace
and which are starting to merge. This is not so unusual in itself, although
their embrace is particularly passionate. What is exceptional is that it is
an interspecies kind of love; an ash is embracing an oak. They are even
kissing as they are grafting each other.
It is worth pointing out that although they are grafting one another, they
are “kissing”, they cannot procreate with one another.
Our intervention on these trees will be very light, removing a few
branches to accentuate the embrace and removing trees around that
might compete with them.
What is expressed through this piece is how diversity in ecological
processes is an enmeshment of species with complex relations that often
challenge our human categorisations and idealisation of species. Often
trees are seen by gardeners as idealised, as they grow with little effect
and contact from their neighbours. They are seen as symmetrical. Yet in
an ecosystem they very rarely are, they adapt to a situation, they work as
a group and here the relationship with two of them is made visible.
Two species intertwine and merge.
There is a degree of anthropomorphism in the naming of the piece, and
how I saw them, but this should not be confused with a belief that they
are human. The naming is used here to communicate a message about
diversity and complexity and the recognition of trees as sentient beings
– trees are able to work collectively; in a forest trees exchange nutrients
and information through the network of their roots and the fungi they
establish symbiotic relationship with; they make decisions (Wohlleben,
2016). This is generally invisible as it happens underground or in gas
form. The Lovers is a rare example of such behaviour being visible overground.
Trees are stronger in groups than individually (Wohlleben, 2016).
This piece does not primarily support diversity directly, although it
preserves an unusual occurrence of it. It functions more as an expression
of diversity and agency. It communicates its value through empathy by
creating parallels between our human world and the sylvan one. By so
doing, it may question our approach to diversity in other areas, our society for example, our relationship to other cultures, to other communities,
to other species. If trees of different species can work so closely, why
can’t we work better with other groups within our own, or with trees?
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The figurative / process method

The Kiss

The book that best communicates Gilles Clement’s eye is Traité succinct
de l’art involontaire. In this book, he reflects on a lifelong collection of
accidental aesthetic moments, “art involontaire” that he has experienced
during his life travelling throughout the world. The book is an “attempt at
classification” following the categories of:

2015 – ongoing

“1. Envols [taking flight or soaring]
2. Vracs [bulks, in the sense of unpackaged mass]
3. Iles [islands]
4. Constructions
5. Erosions
6. Installations
7. Traces
8. Apparitions”
(Clement, 2014)
The book is a set of photos and sketches of these occurrences with a
short description. Each chapter begins with a reflection on the category.
It explains much of the aesthetic of the Garden in Movement, an art that
is not planned, an art that happens by chance. It shares with John Cage
the acceptance of the results of chance. As we have seen before, Cage
rarely allowed chance to come from life directly, he preferred setting
“chance operations” in his studio. By contrast, Clement’s “chance operations” are all actualised by life. Yet they are chosen.
In the book, just as in the Garden in Movement, the primary mode is
to select ready-grown occurrences, and remove unwanted ones, as
Duchamp’s “ready-mades”.
Some of my Landscape Gestures do this, but others have a different relation to chance. The formal, or abstract / process gestures create abstract
shapes against which chance evolution is made visible by contrast of texture – there is no choice of a preferred outcome here, there is a choice of
scale, location, and referent form, all of which create a framework within
which emergence occurs.
The figurative / process gestures are different to the previous two. They
start with a process which is edited like the Garden in Movement, but the
edit follows a figurative shape that is found in the occurrence. This shape
is made more visible, but not obvious; it can be missed on a conscious
level although it does define the character.
Both Clement and Cage mention that their process-driven work aims to
eschew will and intuition. Choices are nonetheless made, the elements,
process, and scale, used by Cage, what is kept or not in Clement’s case.
The figurative / process method is similar to Clement’s with choice made
at the scale of a tree, and including an element of figurative intuition.
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The kiss is the point of The Lovers where the
oak and ash trees are grafting on one another.

This is kept very ambiguous nonetheless, yet something clearly unusual
is perceived. On one hand the Courtyard Meadow is banal, a piece
of grassland between two buildings, yet the abstraction of form of the
pattern and section, or the characterful expression of the Pollards leads to
a feeling that this is not quite reality, that things are almost dreamlike, an
oneiric realism.

In the case of the stripe pattern’s capacity to define scale and a way
of looking, and possibly more clearly with the transformation of the
pollard process into one of figuration, the outcome was not foreseen, the
iteration was originally performed for another purpose: the application
of an abstract form as a pattern for one, and the production of wood and
creation of the corresponding ecosystem for the other.

This questions our perception of the ecosystem and our position in it; as
it is clearly sculpted, it is a garden, or at least an artwork, yet it is also
wild. It is a nature within which human nature is present, the genius loci
of the place and the culture of its human inhabitants are enmeshed.

There are two essential qualities to this method. Firstly, the feedback
loop ensures that the work is applicable, operative. Secondly, as opposed
to most research that is studio- or laboratory-bound, each iteration is
embedded, layered in a complex web of dimensions instead of extracted
and simplified. It leads of course to a difficulty in demonstrating exactly
the reasons for a specific effect, but it gains in its capacity to reveal that
the question may not be what you envisaged. It opens the experiment
further for serendipitous discovery.

The serendipitous iteration
We had already seen in Parts 1 and 2, how the patterns grew from project to project according to feedback from the inhabitation of an experiment which leads to a new concept or alteration of the original. This
can give the impression that there is a path that is being followed, that I
know where I am going, what I wish to define in advance, and that the
experiment is a form of adjustment closer to an ideal. This is not the case.
This is only one of the type of iterative processes used to reach “approximate numerical solutions”, but the meaning of the word iteration is
broader than this. Iteration is “the repetition of a process or utterance”
(https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/iteration). In our case,
it is the realisation of projects. It can be used “either to generate an
unbounded sequence of outcomes, or with the aim of approaching a
desired goal, target or result. Each repetition of the process is also called
an “iteration”, and the results of one iteration are used as the starting
point for the next iteration.” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iteration).
In The Free Agent, we have already seen that the development of the
practice followed iterations of changing settings – physical and community – which led to radical transformations in the way I practise, changes
which were not foreseen. In other words, successive iterations of change
of settings have led to “unbounded sequences of outcomes”.
The development of Courtyard Meadow shows a similarly unpredictable
result, but this time the setting is fixed, it is the choreography of rituals
that changes at each iteration and leads to a radical shift in method
and aesthetic.
This form of open iteration I call serendipitous iteration.
Ever since I have been connected to the UK, I have loved the English
word serendipity, and the concept that it represents. Although the word
was coined by Horace Walpole – incidentally an early thinker on the
English Landscape garden – from the French translation of an originally
Persian tale, via Italy: The Three Princes of Serendip – it was not used in
everyday language in France (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Three_
Princes_of_Serendip).
The concept is essential in my view to understand the English psyche, it
means “the occurrence and development of events by chance in a happy
or beneficial way”(https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/serendipity). There is a sense that without knowing where you are going, and with
good will, you end up where you should be.
The term is now used in scientific research to mean discoveries made by
accident whilst researching something else.
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Such an approach requires a capacity to on the researcher’s part that
something will come out of the process if they let it run its course. It also
requires an openness of the mind, a capacity to see what is happening
and what this could be good for. There is also a generic optimism that
somehow by pursuing whatever you are doing here and now will lead to
where you should be.
Research through reflective practice is essentially a serendipitous
iteration.

Conclusion
The current Landscape Gestures further enrich the layering of the choreographies. This is both with new process driven gestures that combine
improvisation and abstraction but also with a new form of gesture, the
process / figurative gesture.
The resulting composition is thus more layered, polysemic, than those of
our heroes such as Gilles Clement, who is more purely process driven
and does not use figuration on plants, and Louis Leroy, who is also more
process driven.
Intuition is now allowed to engage fully with the process; intuition is not
only used to choose what to keep, it also includes what this reminds me
of, which I can reinforce, make visible, frame.
This element of figuration also distinguishes it from the work of John
Cage who aimed to remove any form of intuition from the process. In this
sense, it may be that this work is closer to that of improvisatory theatre,
where references to something else is almost always present.
The growth of the composition is dialogical and serendipitous; from year
to year as much as through each year, the vocabulary, the repertoire,
grows from the ecosystem’s responses.
Another new insight is the importance of the scale of the gesture in
defining how the work is perceived; a degree of coherence of the work is
maintained, even though the performance of the same composition will
be different each time, the scale of the pattern is essential to the perception. In this case the average width of the stripes defines a specific type
of character.
Harvesting the meadow once every few years would also change the
scale but in timeframework terms.
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Case Study 2 – Roots Pavilion
The second case study is a speculative project, in the sense of being both
self-generated and without a site and client.
This is an unusual situation for my practice, most work is embedded in
a situation, a site and a community. In this project, I am testing what
happens when I am removed from such a context.
The process is a succession of methods: reflective drawings, shaping a
team and designing with them, models, and public behaviour. Each stage
of the process was decided once the previous one had been completed,
informed by what had been found and the reactions of others to what
had been produced.

Finding a direction through
watercolour detailed sections
One of the first exercises I did when I first started the fellowship in
Brussels was to make these watercolour sections. The first is the detail
of Under the Meadow which we looked at in the Ruination’s chapter.
It shows the planted roof edge detail that has no parapet, so that the
vegetation is visible as it overflows. This uses the dense roots system of
grassland plant communities to retain the earth. I was trying to define
what was at play in this detail, this drive towards expressing the ruination
process and the limit of maintaining a healthy environment and a lasting
structure. There the rainwater is primarily drained in a standard way with
a sump, yet some water will drip from the turf edge along a galvanised
steel drip. Nonetheless the wall stays mostly dry.
The second was an idea for a similar potential project but one facing
North. There the rainwater would have been guided to trickle down the
wall – where there are no windows – to provide moisture for mosses
and ferns to grow. These species can grow as epithytes, they have limited
need for roots. The external leaf is conceived as sacrificial; it may have
to be changed decades in the future. It should be a hard brick to last
but it has to also have sufficient porosity; there is the need for a balance
between these opposing needs in the choice of material.
The last section is for a potential extension for a house we almost bought
in Dalston in London. There the concept is to replace the brick wall with
glass to reinforce the presence of the earth roof. The rainwater is assumed
to entirely be drained as a film in front of the glass. The architecture
becomes virtually only plants, earth, glass and weather.
Making growing, inhabited sectional details at 1/10 and 1/5 allows
me to look at the decisions made in terms of materiality in relation
to inhabitation.
While making these drawings, I wrote what the act of drawing made
me realise. One aspect is the definition of micro-climates appropriate to
plants and humans; I write about the challenge of bringing them so close
together as they have different needs in terms of humidity and temperature. I also explain the drive to make any surface a garden apart from
those letting the light inside. The mass is used for its thermal mass and
its capacity to store water for the plants to benefit from as it is released
slowly, for its tempering quality.
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Facing page and following spread:
The inhabited watercolour detailed sections
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These three concepts have been unlucky in research terms – one is on
hold, the second did not lead to a project and we could not buy the last.
The client of the first is keen on the concept but it is fair to say that the
second was not. Such concepts of expressing decay are not embraced
by many.
As the Under the Meadow project was put on hold, I decided to create
a self-generated project that will further investigate this relation between
building and vegetal growth, with the highest proportion being organic
material to reverse the relation with inert.

Creating an open design process
The project was originally conceived as an installation in a festival such
as the London Festival of Architecture.
I brought Ben Godber, a structural engineer, and Mark Cox, a horticulturist and head gardener, together to work on a folly that would be exactly
in the overlap of the fields of built and grown architectures.
Another aim was to follow a design process that would be similar to
the tools and modes I mentioned earlier: setting up an environment and
tweaking the process. I aimed to intervene as little as possible and give
the maximum amount of voice to the other consultants.
Our original discussions considered two routes, one was working with
an existing building and accelerating the process of ruination. This would
have furthered the Tree Crack design in a three-dimensional version.
The second was creating a structure that was primarily vegetal and earth.
This led to discussing what kind of structure could carry the maximum
amount of earth with the minimum amount of inert material. The engineer brought in the idea of a tensile structure. I encouraged this direction
because I could see more potential for innovation and feeding back into
inhabited buildings; the question of carrying as much earth as possible
versus limiting the structure, especially the cost of the structure, is a
recurring challenge with planted buildings. It was one of the factors with
the Under the Meadow project to be put on hold.
The first tensile structure concept was of a bag held on a steel ring carried by steel columns. Different scales were looked at from a single tree,
to a large building carrying a forest.
The second concept transformed the tensile principle into a corset type.
This attracted us because earth in this system was not only a medium for
the roots to grow; it also played a structural role, acting as an arch.
In both cases, there are points when I see in what is being discussed a
form which has potential in terms of the space it creates and ambiguity
that allows associations. A number of these concepts give an animal
like quality to the pavilion as the structures are similar to legs supporting
the trees.
This was an attraction of the chosen option as, in this case, the legs will
eventually be the roots of the trees.
What I realised through this process is that however much you wish to
remove your hand, the designer’s role of providing a vision becomes
necessary at some key points, first a summary of a position, a direction,
a theme, that became the brief and then a strategy, a concept, that brings
the various lines of investigations together spatially, that gives form to
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Facing page:
Four spreads of the sketchbook diaries showing the evolution of the tensile structure route
that appeared in discussion with the structural
engineer.
The first: basket on thin steel columns (top and
bottom left).
And one of the first sketches of the earth legs in
a corset version (bottom right).
It is worthwhile pointing out that these pages
also show Ph.D. preoccupations which later
became central. The top left spread reads:
What is comfort?
What is nature?
What is freedom?
Universal freedom = prison
What is improvised?
Who is improvising?
When? What rhythm?
The top right reads:
How little can you do as an architect?
Tuning Rhythms
I am particularly fascinated by the bottom left
spread. The drawing shows a walking tree with
steel legs. This form gives a strong sense of
figuration.
Below, there is this sentence:
Why does this come to mind as I am reading
about improvisation?
There lies possibly the key contribution of my
practice in design terms. I often start working
conceptually, as in this case thinking of the
interaction between organic living material and
inert matter, as well as a structural exercise. At
some point this relatively abstract process, a
form appears, and this form often has a touch
of figuration. It is not clear, most would miss
it, yet it guides the choice of one solution over
another.
Other architects may express the structure, or
give a more abstract form so that only the process is visible by contrast. I tend to be close to
the later, but with a wink towards dreams.

what is being discussed. Apart from these points, the role is mostly to
facilitate.
But this process seems to me to be like finding images in clouds, it is
finding concepts and forms in the emergence of the group dynamic.
There is a tweaking of the dynamic so that it is maintained around the
theme, roughly in the right direction. And there is a point when the
architect says, and / or draws, this could be it. This is something I often
feel when we look after the landscape or when I sculpt trees in France,
the ecosystem does something, sometimes in response to our acts, and I
see something of value.

Facing page:
The Roots Pavilion model which was part of the
ADAPT-r boxes exhibition.

This choice is made on one hand in terms of the level of potential contribution to knowledge – has it been done before? – and, on the other,
the capacity of the piece to delight and communicate, as well as support
ecological processes.
There is also a role of facilitation of the conversation, of summarising
what has been said, contextualising each concept with other references
and the needs of the sector. In a way, there is a sense of editing the mesh
of ideas towards relevance.

Drawing form
There is also a role of giving form to what appears in the dialogue.
This is a pragmatic necessity; there is a point when the discussion can
only progress with a drawing that begins the process of crystallisation, the coming together of elements in a potential form. If I leave this
moment for too long, I can feel that the dynamic expects this act in order
to go further. This could be seen as a question of role, but it feels as if
someone needs to do this and usually, I am the only one who can both
see and visualise. At this point, the so far pure role of fostering is layered
with one of visualising, which has a quality of leadership, of defining the
purpose further so that the other participants can join in. Yet to be successful this role requires the vision to integrate what has been said by all
earlier. This form of fostering leadership, one that visualises a direction
formed by the propensity of the group in a place, simultaneously is creating the right conditions and processes AND summarising and visualising
the outcome. Inevitably the process is influenced by my presence – I can
only visualise what I can see – but this influence is one of an empathetic
ego, one that thus becomes collective.
This moment of form-giving and bringing together happened first in the
sketches overleaf, and eventually in the making of this model produced
for the ADAPT-r exhibition as an expression of the process and focus of
the practice.
Essentially, a woodland or hedgerow ecosystem is sculpted into an arch
of earth and plants at the top of which a minimum of three oak trees
are planted. Originally, a corset of steel and felt maintains the earth in a
catenary arch. As the trees grow, their roots will move down and eventually reach the ground where they will further develop.
What led the decision for this arrangement is the combination of this
structural coherence associated with a form that reminded me of the
walking trees found in JRR Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. This slight
touch of the oneiric attracts me. It can be missed but it is nonetheless
there.
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Overleaf:
Roots Pavilion, watercolour section and photograph of growing model

This was then tested in a growing model at 1/20 that used a living fern to
act as the trees. It was placed in a terrarium as the internal condition of
our flat proved too dry in the winter when the heating is on. We learned
from this that the pavilion will have to be built in a sheltered spot, in a
woodland or a courtyard.
I then built in the spring of 2016 – planted in Autumn 2016 – a 1/2
model in the property in France to test it both technically and in terms of
how the concept adapts to a site, grows from its flora and fauna as well
as topography.
I also have a number of pieces in mind based on this concept and others
that I will be testing on this site. The aim is to make the Farm property
described in Landscape Gestures into a giant installation composed of
multiple sculptures of this type.
This experiment demonstrates further the sculpting of the Spatial
Instrument as the main design tool with a minimum amount of care.
This is true both in terms of the design process and the resulting design
of the piece.
Although this piece is almost all a piece of landscape, like a building it is
primarily a question of Spatial Instrument.

Research through public behaviour
Another research tool is being used through this period, public behaviour. I start to change the way I engage with society. On one hand it is
an effect of the presentation skills and confidence gained in the PRS
presentations, which leads me to communicate the findings outside the
ADAPT-r community as well as academia, and beginning to be a champion for ecological design. On the other hand this design becomes a
catalyst to bringing people together from both the built and grown design
fields. It shapes a community to research and produce an architecture
that combines both.

Through designers
Something else is happening through this concept. Something of as much
consequence on the practice than the design research per se; through
the process of designing and finding a place for this new pattern, I am
shaping my field by starting to bring together the main two communities
of practice I belong to: architecture and landscape.
Until this project, they were separated. In this project, the horticulturist
and the engineer are brought together from the start and on equal terms.
When I made the diagram of my communities of practice we looked at
in Methods 1, I was already asking myself whether it would be beneficial
to make them interact more than they did (in my practice).

Through finding a location for this site-less pattern
One of the main changes during the Ph.D. has been that of my public
behaviour. It has become much more extroverted. And this extroversion
tests the boundaries of the field I may be aiming to practise in by joining
two worlds I already belonged to: architecture professionally and landscape design as an amateur – and an attempt to work in an overlap with
that of landscape art.
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Email from Christopher Woodward (2015)

Apart from the PRS conferences, I presented the research into landscape
at the Farm at the Re-imagining Rurality conference in London in March
2015 where I focussed on the question of designing with the rhythms
of the landscape, redesigning farming rituals from the past and framing.
The main outcome was that I was presenting as part of a group of artists,
which shows that the work is understood in this arena, and I met people
who worked in the boundary between landscape and buildings.
Almost at the very start of the Ph.D., I was talking to Christopher Woodward, the head of the Garden Museum in London, about working on
the question of loosening control as a designer. He jokingly said that
landscape architects saw building architects as control freaks; I replied
that in my view many landscape gardeners were even more controlling
as they also decided which inhabitants went where and when and the
conversation moved to Gilles Clement. Although this started as banter it
led us discussing organising a lecture with a few speakers, which has not
yet happened, around the theme of Loosening Control.
About a year ago, Woodward contacted me to talk at a lecture about the
anarchist writer Colin Ward which he was developing with the Architecture Foundation. The plan was to ask three youngish designers to pick
one of Ward’s key themes and explain how this has influenced their
practice. I decided to focus on what Ward called “dweller control” the
idea that the problem with large-scale developments, which at the time
was Social Housing, was that dwellers had no control over their management and their alteration. It is an essential critique of the top-down
approaches of our society. I explained how I felt that in contemporary
London private developments were doing the same today and will lead
to the same problems. I then showed how various designers, architects
with human dwellers and landscape designers with plant dwellers, have
been developing various approaches to give agency to dwellers. People
such as Lacaton Vassal, Elemental, Gilles Clement and Louis Leroy.
The fact that this event was co-organised by both the architecture and
landscape fields is of interest to me. It is a rare occurrence of the fields
coming together on the subject of how you work as a designer with the
agency and emergence of life.
It is also of interest that Colin Ward was a non-dogmatic libertarian; he
believed in broadening personal freedom, and personal responsibility,
but with governmental structures that soften the potential inequality of a
free-for-all. This is a position I share.
In parallel to this, the Roots Pavilion was being developed, and the
model was made and shown within the ADAPT-r exhibition.
After the lecture, I decided to find a patron for this piece for funding and
a publicly accessible location. I approached Christopher Woodward
and Ellis Woodman, the head of the Architecture Foundation. I also
approached a friend of mine, Tom Ponsonby. I see these three individuals
as gate keepers; they come into contact with people and organisations
that may commission this kind of work.
The interesting aspect of this is that the conversations led to the work
being perceived more as a landscape art piece which may be best
located on a large estate in the countryside in the UK where the patron
or institution has an interest in landscape art and has a long-term vision,
over generations. References have been made to Andy Goldsworthy
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Email from Ellis Woodman (2015)

and Richard Long. No patron has committed themselves yet but I keep
working on this.

Email from Tom Ponsonby (2015)

As it was being received as an art piece I decided to enter the Jerwood
Open Forest competition with this idea. This competition is a collaboration between the Jerwood Foundation, which promotes culture in England, and the Forestry Commission that runs many public forests there.
I was not successful. Having seen the preselected entries for the second
stage, I conclude that the work was not in tune with a current focus on
local culture and / or the personal history of the artist. The focus on ecological processes and structure detached from a specific human history
did not appeal. I would like to pursue this in the future as this quality is
something usually present in my work.
In March 2016, the Brussels fellows, including me, organised a series
of workshops and I decided to use the methodology of Roots Pavilion –
hand sketches and growing models – and see how the students reacted.
The other aim was to use the same system of setting up a situation and a
rhythm and tweaking as a teaching methodology. It was very interesting
to see that the students were keen on the subject and that the methodology was successful at helping them to develop speedily an empathy
towards plants. In particular the fact that they were working with real
plants and earth led them to have an empathy towards the plants that is
entirely opposed to the lack of care normally found with architects. The
exercises, especially the speed-sketching ones, are an interesting record
of the spatial imagination of the students. The rapid rhythm of the process
was very effective at stopping their usual self-censure, revealing their
intuition, and help building confidence fast. The tightness of the timeframe controls the over-critical voice.
To conclude, what I see now is how my public behaviour through this
project and public lectures is attempting to define the boundaries of this
practice. I put something out there and I see what happens, how people
in a number of fields react, how well these ideas grow in each situation.
This prodding, this iterative process, similar to the way I garden, tests
where such research might best be carried out, where these ideas might
take and thrive.
This happens through searching for a setting for this piece and by bringing actors from two communities of practice into the process. There is
a parallel exercise of bringing fields together, putting differing expertise
on an equal footing – architecture, horticulture, structure – different
gatekeepers together.
It is not yet fully successful. Although there is support, there is also
miscomprehension; many, including myself at times, see me more in
one field than another. But this is a key exercise in redefining the future
practice that I am pursuing.
Overleaf: the making of the half-size
growing model (Pembrooke, 2016)
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Baubotanik bridge. Overall view top and detail
below.
(https://www.baubotanik.org/en/buildings/footbridge/)

Comparison with Biodesign
There are few examples of testing buildings made of living trees used as
structure.
The most relevant to me is the research of the German practice Baubotanik. Their focus is on using trees as living structures of columns and
braces. They have applied this to bridge design and facades.
Their research is thoroughly developed in structural terms.
There are two main differences from Roots Pavilion. The first is that
ours focuses on the roots, the second is that the language is to a
degree figurative whereas Baubotanik’s is engineering. There is in
their work a sense of high tech made with plants instead of steel.
(https://www.baubotanik.org).
Another difference is the combination with a steel structure that is more
traditional – forming the deck of the bridge or a full building when used
as a facade. The trees replace some of the elements of a standard structure. Roots Pavilion has less inert material which is assumed to eventually
disappear. Nonetheless, if we were to apply this to an inhabitable enclosure, we will also encounter the difficulties of creating a sealed envelope
and floors with a growing and moving being.
The Baubotanik research is mechanistic, it aims to work with trees as if
they were a predictable piece of matter, not so dissimilar to steel. Their
approach is similar to industrial farming where plants are treated to
maximise their production – a single species being planted on a specific
piece of land. As we have seen before this achieves maximum efficiency
if you look at this species only, but it requires much energy and matter
to achieve. Our approach is ecological, and thus serendipitous, the outcome is probably more uncertain, but it works more with the trees, their
conativity.
To my knowledge, the only example of a structure made with roots is
that of a traditional type of bridge made of the roots of Ficus Elastica
trees in India (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Living_root_bridges).
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Top: Living root bridges, Nongriat village in
East Khasi, Meghalaya, India
(Arshiya Urveeja Bose, 2011)
Bottom: The double living root bridge of
Padu Village
(Rogers, 2015)

Conclusion – Growths
The Roots Pavilion case study has transformed the practice in a number
of ways.
The design has shifted the Ruinations series into a new one which I call
Growths. If Ruinations are about an equal tension between inert and
growing matter leading to destruction, Growths are primarily about
renewal.
The design process and the search for a site and patron begins to mark
publicly a territory for the practice and allows me to see where its
boundaries may lie.
The question of time that arose from many of the discussions is essential.
A limit, as much as an opportunity, of my work in the current context
is that most relies of it on processes that take years or decades. This is
often not the time-frame of contemporary society, especially in an urban
context such as London.
The design development is also a serendipitous iteration, in dialogue
with consultants, the plants that grow on the models, the gatekeepers.
This dialogue defines what the scheme is, where it should go, and how it
will develop once built.
My role in this is to define a theme, draw chosen individuals around it,
facilitate the process, and at some point see something in the clouds of
discussions and draw and model this.
This form grows out of the process, has some elements of abstract
geometry combined with a layer of figuration and dream. This polysemy
is essential to achieve a lightness, an almost silly quality that opens the
work to the imagination.
Looking at this project retrospectively, I miss the dimension of a more
complex human inhabitation. The exercise has been operative in the progress of the research and practice and I will continue working towards
its realisation. I am not fully satisfied by work on follies, by architectures
verging on sculptures, and will keep them as a small proportion of the
overall practice. Their worth is an opportunity to test some elements with
more independence from the usual architectural requirements and as a
way of projecting the practice publicly.
This project is a first attempt to deal with the great challenge of planted
buildings: the cost of their structure to carry earth. It is this dimension
that may be most useful in future projects.
It also reveals another challenge – movement – when earth is used structurally, it has a bouncy, almost liquid quality, until it is fixed by the roots
of plants. The second movement is that of the trees, their flexibility in the
wind as well as their growth. These movements in relation to creating airtight enclosures is a challenge. Most probably an inhabited tree architecture will be more similar to a tent that sways in the wind than a building,
unlike the primitive hut by Marc-Antoine Laugier which, as drawn, has
more of the solidity of stone than the flexibility of wood (en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Marc-Antoine_Laugier).
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Case Study 3 – The Repository of Stories
This case study investigates how setting and nurturing patterns combine
in the design of a building. It also investigates the same categories in the
dialogical design process. This leads to an understanding of the place
as a serendipitous process that starts before the designer’s input, that is
guided through the designer’s involvement, and continues beyond.

Combining Nurturing and Setting in a building
This project is for CLPE, a literacy charity that focusses on supporting best
teaching practices in primary education. The centre carries out research,
gives courses for primary teachers and has an extensive collection of
children’s books.
At the beginning of the design process for the refurbishment of their
building in South London, I realised that it was a perfect situation to
design a building primarily through nurturing. There was a combination
of factors leading this direction: a limited budget with an existing building that was both listed and sufficiently large to accommodate the needs
of the centre. This meant that it would be primarily an interior design
project. I aimed to think of this building in the same way as I think
of a landscape as ecological processes, a meadow for example. I use
Nurturing here in two dimensions; the first is the Nurturing that the
centre does, and already did; the second is the Nurturing that I do
through the process of design.
From my very first visit, I saw and heard that there were a number of
existing ways of caring that were valuable. The first I encountered was
the way the visitors enter the centre; they buzz the door and someone
comes to greet them. Although this was a result of the existing location of
the administrative staff, it gives a domestic and warm quality. A choreography has been designed that defines how a person enters the building.
The redesigned reception space is only decoratively changed to make the
existing room more domestic in feel but the existing experience of entering is heightened with the provision of a writing desk; this was inspired
by the Sir John Soane Museum, the house of a late 18th and early 19th
London architect. He bequeathed it to the nation and as you enter, a
porter guides you to a writing desk to sign the visitor’s book.
The second ritual took form as two walls covered with drawings from
various illustrators of children’s books. These had overcrowded the wall,
and the colours had faded, yet they had a lively quality that expressed
both the diversity of illustrators and the excellent relationships that the
centre has with them. This became the main element of the design of the
library of children’s books, the Repository of Stories. The end of bookcases are covered with an ephemeral wallpaper fresco designed by an
illustrator of children’s books. Every few years a new scheme is created
by a new artist so the place is constantly alive. It is like a skin that renews
itself afresh.

Setting and Nurturing an open design process
As I had defined for the Roots Pavilion, my aim was to remove my hand
as much as possible but in this case more in relation to the inhabitants of
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Sir John Soane Museum, entrance

Facing: an image from the Mercer Museum
of pre-industrial artefacts, Doylestown,
Pennsylvania.
I am attracted to the multiplicity of scenes.
Similarly to Ruskin, I see a diverse expression of the craftsmen’s personalities. Another
concept layers onto this is: the idea that the
inhabitants can create this multiplicity over
time more makers doing it for them upfront.
I developed a concept for the Farm – yet to be
made – of visitor made tiles to similarly cover
a fireplace.
This is an early version of the Repository of
Stories concept, at a smaller scale, and less
ephemeral.

the place as opposed to the consultants. I aimed to have the lightest hand
possible.
The briefing and design processes were set up to create the maximum
possibility for dialogue by using facilitated workshops and regular meetings where we discussed a sketchbook of open drawings.
This dialogical process was in three stages.
Firstly, finding rituals and patterns already on the site by looking and
listening to those living there – illustrators drawing on a wall, the way
people come to greet visitors, a climber growing through the tarmac in
a corner.

Existing hall

Secondly organising two democratic briefing workshops. The aim is to
engage the largest possible group in conversation. Each person is asked
to write what they think must be kept in the centre, what needs improvement, and what is missing. Each point is written on a separate Post-it
note. Those taking part are given as much time as they wish. We then
go around the table, each person brings out one point and explains and
those who have similar points bring them in. We continue around the
table until all the Post-it notes are on the table. As this happens, I categorise the points.
At the end I summarise what I have heard, and this is subsequently written into the brief.
This process was a reinterpretation of what I do with private client in a
less formal way merged with a process I took part in for the brief development for the redesign of a sailing club facilitated by Bill Mayon-White;
I had been impressed by the democratic quality which gave space to all,
especially the quieter individuals and which also avoided conflict by
revealing what was shared.

Post-it table at the end of one of the briefing
workshops.

It is worth pointing out that according to the managers of the centre
whom I interviewed once the design had been developed, the only time
they found me forceful was when I championed this process which, at
the time of interviewing me for the job, they did not see as necessary.
They now are delighted as it resulted in a thorough brief which revealed
elements that were not visible and it also brought everyone into the process. My hand is clear in defining the rituals of the design process.
During this process, I virtually only facilitate and summarise or repeat
what I have heard. There was only one exception. During the second
workshop, a few employees started to demand a separate staff room
as something that was a right. This was challenging for the centre for
two reasons. The first is the pressure on space in such a central London
situation and its cost; creating a staff room would mean losing something
else. The second was that one quality mentioned by staff and visitors
was the open, non-institutional, atmosphere created by the mixing of the
groups in shared space. I acted by contextualising the question of the
staff room, explaining the consequences of such a decision on space and
social interactions. This contextualising of the brief into a strategic level
that includes values, social interaction and subjective qualities, moved
the conversation away from conflict.
I then set up another Open Ritual to nurture the design. Every two weeks,
I brought a book of watercolour sketches and presented those as they
had arrived in parallel to CAD drawings. This allowed for regular conversations as the process developed.
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The three Post-it notes of the moment that
almost led to conflict when I intervened to
contextualise and disperse the tension.
Facing: the first perspective of the Repository of
Stories

Above: original illustrator’s wall
Facing: photograph of the model of the
Repository of Stories
Overleaf: various pages from the sketchbooks
during design development, showing Laure
Prouvost Swallow and Wantea installations
(both left). Also Andy Cross, House Painter
installation (top right). Bottom left has a quote
by Laure Prouvost: “tell Stories where fiction
and reality get lost”. To which I add what I see
in her work: “Humour, Irony – yet earnest,
takes the piss out of the art world, yet gently,
gentle, warm”
Early sketches of the version the Repository as
a museum of illustrations (both top spreads).
The top left reads: “The Hall of (dwgs & books)
Stories. Boxes that are slightly misaligned.
294 · Case study 3 – Repository of Stories

Architecture made by the work of others as a
frame for the work of others.”
Bottom right reads:
“Your aesthetic is more than processes
You also enjoy quoting spaces of lightness and
informality
Sweetness and light, cute, gentle, kind,
Away from decorum towards being
What you do is less serious than Louise
Bourgeois and less silly than Laure Prouvost.”
(I sometimes find the use of the second person
a useful tool to define what I do.)
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It revealed a number of points. Firstly, that this discussion that started at
our very first meeting, developed through the workshops, and through
these meetings, gradually accumulates patterns, nurturing and setting
patterns simultaneously, brought by everyone.
Secondly, as we have seen with Roots Pavilion, the design starts in this
jumble of patterns, originally expressed in words only, within which I
gradually see a form appearing that merges them. This I draw as Open
Drawings. Such drawings are simple, engaging, warm, clear in intent yet
vague, on the verge of being blurred. I brought in other patterns from
elsewhere that resonate with theirs, some from grand libraries of the
past, some works of artists such as Laure Prouvost’s installation Swallow
(http://www.whitechapelgallery.org/exhibitions/max-mara-laure-prouvost/).
Gradually, the patterns find their place. One such major moment that
shows the power of dialogue is when I brought the idea of the ephemerality of the fresco. Until then, the idea had been to accumulate individual drawings, framed and arranged to form the colonnade over time.

Duke Humphrey library at the Bodleian,
in Oxford. (Diliff, 2015)

We all felt that this was too heavy. I then thought of scanning a scheme
drawn at a smaller scale and blowing it up printed on wallpaper. This
permitted an ephemeral process, an open ritual. I was concerned of
the feasibility of this regular renewal yet presented it. The clients both
thought it was exactly what they needed as it will always be fresh and
alive and, as importantly, they could see that the publishers of children’s
books would sponsor the printing. What happened through dialogue is
a realisation of connections and exchanges that are not visible to the
designer, or not in their full complexity. Creating synergies cannot be
achieved by a designer in the office ; the processes and relations such
enmeshment builds on are not predictable, nor stable. The designer, has
to open the design process to the client, to reveal its messiness, in order
that their knowledge is included. Inhabitants always know more than we
– designers – do about a place. Even if it is easier for us to see the whole
strategically, we need to work in discussion.
In this design, an existing ritual, a Nurturing act, is given a larger Setting
to play in and is tweaked by increasing the drawing scale through scanning and digital printing. The Nurturing and the Setting Patterns grow
together.

Oneiric realism
As we have seen with Roots Pavilion, even with entirely open processes,
the architect must give form to the formless entanglement of patterns
present in the discussion, to make it visible, understandable.
Sketch of the entrance reception
with visitors book

My experience of this process is that the design is between all those in
the dialogue ; it is a cloud-like web of elements. Even when I am in the
office, through empathy the cloud is not in me, it is outside. At some
point I see shapes in this which I draw. These are first only parts, which
forms my response in the discussion. In the office, I discuss with myself
but as the centre, and also as myself, and directly with the clients and
inhabitants during the meetings. This allows them to respond in ways that
I cannot due to my lack of knowledge.
Gradually, out of this discussion, a layering of nurturing and setting
patterns crystallises. Nobody could foresee this combination at the
beginning.
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Laure Prouvost, Swallow installation
(photographer unknown, found online in 2018)

In both cases, although based on actual processes, the designs have a
not-quite-real quality, slightly dreamlike. This is of course in part due to
the story telling theme of the charity, but to me it reveals something else
that is now specific to my work. The improvisatory processes I set up do
not try to remove the imagination of the improvisers, neither those of the
inhabitants nor mine. Yet they either make the figurative elements barely
visible or ephemeral. The meaning is not fixed and can be changed in
each performance of this space, each time someone is welcomed, each
time the fresco is redesigned.

Facing, the entrance yard of the centre.
Detail of the tree planting through the tarmac.

I wonder whether this openness of imagination is not essential for the
emergence of humans; our emergence is not only a matter of health,
use and comfort; it is also defined by the stories we tell ourselves.
Pure abstraction lacks openness, it is hermetic.

Strengthening enmeshment
The resulting design is doubly ecological. Firstly, it strengthens the
relations with publishers and illustrators, increasing the connectivity,
including financial, and thus resilience of the centre. Secondly the
aesthetic is an expression of the life processes within the centre, the story
telling; the centre is constantly alive. These processes are allowed to
develop according to their own agency. The frame, the setting, enables
this process. Without it and the ritual, illustrators may not feel allowed,
or able, to work at that scale. Similarly, it allows for constant change with
a degree of order to maintain a sense of coherence and identity.
The ritual is given a carefully defined spatial instrument that is tight and
loose enough. The flat colonnade is just wide enough to give sufficient
flexibility for the illustrators’ schemes. The relation is not causal; other
rituals could happen in this space; this physical / performative pattern is
an invitation.
Designing this place is guiding an emergent ecosystem. It is working with
what is already present in the same way as in Courtyard Meadow.
I have a number of roles:
• Setting up design processes, rituals.
• Facilitating them.
• Summarising direction, theme.
• Bringing patterns from my repertoire (my patterns as much as others).
• Seeing patterns and drawing what I see so that it can be discussed
until the layering, the arrangement, the disposition, settles.
• Then, in the production, there is a similar discussion with makers
but this is not the focus of this Ph.D..
The result is a new pattern, or at least a new disposition of patterns. I
perceive this creation of patterns as a collective enterprise similar to the
constructivist notion of knowledge creation. Patterns support ecological
processes because of their openness and this openness is defined through
the dialogue. Openness functions at different scales, that of a pattern’s
flexibility, that of a variety of patterns to choose from combined in a
place, that of the language’s adaptability and capacity for addition.
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Stockholm library, Gunnar Asplund: children’s
story telling corner in their library section.
There is of course a parallel in the use of a
children’s story illustration to define a space.
The difference is that here it is permanent
whereas the Repository of Stories is changing,
alive.
(photographer unknown, found online in 2018)

The renewal of the skin
I have been surprised by the immediate enthusiasm of the clients for such
ephemeral ideas of constant renewal. They embraced the fact that the
design and the place will never be old. It was also unexpected that this
made financial sense. Most charities rely on small private sponsorship or
donations and public funding for specific elements so a series of small
renewals over time is easier to fund than large construction projects.
I have often asked myself the question of gender in this project. Is it
because the clients are women that ideas of regular care are seen as
desirable? It can’t be demonstrated, but it seems to me that it may be the
case.
We have seen in Ruinations and Landscape Gestures the essential quality
of growth and care rhythms; these are also present in Open Vernacular,
as can be seen in the rhythms of controlling comfort through opening
and closing, or burning wood.
The three recent case studies, by giving an increased role to acts, to performance, and by removing my hand as much as possible, have led to a
heightened importance of Nurturing processes, of continuous renewal.

Conclusion
The Repository of Stories illustrates the interdependence between Open
Rituals and Spatial Instruments, between Setting and Nurturing Patterns.
It also shows the enmeshment and resilience that grows from using nurturing rituals and creating them in dialogue with the community.
This challenges a view that architects should not deal with what people
do because it is authoritarian. This is only the case if the architect designs
rituals by themselves, in the office. A ritual created with the inhabitants,
in dialogue, is not authoritarian. But to do so, you need to accept that
you do not have control of the development; you need to be open.
This project also challenges the view that working with a community
“dumbs down” projects; that it necessarily leads to the lowest common
denominator quality of “design by committee”.
The were a few conditions in this projects that avoided these risks.
Firstly, the democratic briefing process and dialogical design meant
that the clients felt able to delegate and did not micro-manage; they
felt I understood their organisation, listened to them and built on their
responses. This was also made possible by managers who are experienced enough to delegate effectively. It is the rigour and openness of the
process, and an atmosphere of trust, that leads to the right conditions for
the fragile emergence to occur. This can easily vanish as soon as tension
grows. The head of the charity mentioned the parallel between my
approach and the pedagogical methods of progressive teaching, which
also are based on the emergence of the individual within a solid framework, and regular attention.
Secondly, in all of this, one of my roles is to find and show the highest
common denominator, both verbally during briefing, and verbally and
visually during the design. This creates an upward movement similar to
taking flight. But this is only possible if the situation, the setting, and the
rituals defines an open disposition, of the circumstances as well as each
intervening person.
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Facing, the centre’s entrance yard. Detail of the
climbers planting through the tarmac.

The Repository of Stories timeline
It shows the life of the place from 1600
to the future. The shift when the building
was first built as a school in the early
20th century, another when it became
the charity, and the current shift.
Along the way multiple patterns are
brought in: the existing hall, Laure Prouvost’s installation, libraries of the past.
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In creating this, I act mostly as a void, but defend the importance of
processes, and inject positivity.

Proposed entrance yard with trees and climbers
cracking the tarmac (above).

I do also visualise, see and represent what is appearing in the discussion. This is neither me nor is it not me; it is a result of the situation and
dialogue. I do facilitate this emergence, and constantly show what form
it is taking, yet it is essential that I do not hold it tightly. In meetings when
I start to do so, I sense a decrease in the client’s trust.

Existing below.

Although this dialogical process is close to how I have worked with
private clients in the past, it is the first time that I work with a community
of this size, as well as consciously seeing this process as identical as the
one that I use with meadows. Of course the dialogue with a meadow
is physical rather than virtual – plants don’t speak with words – and the
speed of exchange is also different, but the process is the same.
I need to point out that such a process requires a situation, a community,
that is open to it. Many clients are not able to reach such openness.
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Reflection 3 – Designing serendipitously
These three case studies show that after the insight of the first half of the
Ph.D., two changes occurred.
Firstly, once it is explicated, I am able to see, during the design process,
the focus on working with ecological processes, with natures. I can also
perceive the categories of patterns in action, in the different dimensions
of practice; I can use them more effectively and analyse in further detail
what they do and how the setting and nurturing patterns interact and
grow together.
Secondly, the awareness of the phenomenon of serendipitous iteration, a
dialogical process, that feeds the growth of the repertoire we saw in Part
1, leads me to perceive in the case studies that another dialogue happens
at the smaller design process scale within each project. This allows me
to increase its use, to have the confidence to loosen my hand further,
to listen and communicate more, and the consequence is that design
becomes increasingly collective and external to me. My influence as
architect is an act of fostering.
This chapter will describe how this serendipitous iteration happens, who
designs, what makes a serendipitous design, and will conclude with a
few outcomes that such an approach leads to.

Serendipitous iterations
Designing in dialogue with the place
Through these three case studies, we can see that designing with
emergence is a dialogue with an ecosystem. In the case of Courtyard
Meadow, it is a dialogue between humans, trees and the biotope, or
humans and meadows, which happens through the year, and from year
to year. In the case of the Repository of Stories, it is a virtual dialogue
with the centre through words and drawings. With the Roots Pavilion, it
is a dialogue with the others in the team, a micro-ecosystem that stands
for the actual one imagined in Growing Models, and gatekeepers.

Emergence line of the Repository of Stories
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Gilles Clement has described such a process as the method of the gardener (Clement, 1991, 2006). A gardener constantly follows a process of
looking – and learning – reflecting on the reasons of what has happened,
followed by a design of the next move that is made, and then inhabited
by plants and people. This is looked at again to start the cycle again.
The case studies show a dialogue that is not only between the plants and
the gardener but also between humans and architect. There are multiple
feedback looks with multiple beings on different timescales, going in all
directions. It is almost as if the design grows as bats find their way, sending sounds and listening to what comes back.

« Quelques personnes portent le paysage en
elles, de façon pourrait-on dire « naturelle ».
Il faut des guillemets a cet adjectif emprunte
au langage rapide : en réalité rien n’est plus
ancre dans le fonds culturel de chacun que le
cadre dans lequel s’éveille le regard. A partir
de cet étalon se définit l’ensemble du paysage.
Je parle de ceux qu’une sensibilité naturelle
invite à développer dès le plus jeune âge une
interprétation fine des moindres altérations du
cadre de vie. Pour qui est indice, la chaleur de
l’air, la vitesse de l’eau, la hauteur d’un arbre,
le temps qu’il fait… Ceux-là rédigent sans le
vouloir l’histoire du paysage. Il suffit de les
faire parler. »
(Clément, 2006, pp. 95–96)

This is a crowded version of the “conversation with the self” described
by Ranulph Glanville (2009) as the design process.

“Regarder pourrait bien être la plus juste façon
de jardiner demain”

Systemic dialogue

(Clément, 2006, p. 43)

It is a dialogue with the entire ecosystem, from within, a systemic
dialogue.

“To look could be the justest way of gardening
tomorrow.”

This systemic dialogue is an example of the “reflective conversation” that
Schön recommended to bridge the still current, and growing, distrust of

(author’s translation)
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experts (Schön, 2011, p. 295). The role I play in this process is a version
of his concept of “agent of society’s reflective conversation” (Schön,
2011, p. 353). (It may be worth pointing out that a dialogue can be a
conversation between more than two people)
This type of conversation is thus not only with oneself, or with
colleagues, it is a conversation with, and within, the world outside
of the profession. But it is broader than that envisaged by Schön as
it also includes non-human parts of the ecosystem.

Nested dialogues
Loosening my hand has confirmed that the dialogue works at multiple
scales that connect the various dimensions of practice. In Part 1, we saw
that a dialogue existed between the research of the practice and projects,
or phases of projects. The architectural repertoire of patterns, both setting
and nurturing patterns, as well as the series, develops through this
process, variations appear, different forms of assemblage, of layering.

Facing:
This diagram shows how I conceive the design
of a place over its entire life. The wavering line
is the design of a place. There is no definite
vision; the composition of the place is always
changing. Nonetheless there is a sense of direction at each point that guides decision-making,
(the arrows). The gardener’s iteration wheel is a
constancy of attention that allows the awareness of the evolving emergence. As designers,
we only act at some points in this process.
This conceptualisation is applicable not only
to a project, a place, it is also applicable to
the research within a series (over a number of
projects) and thus to the practice overall.

In this third part, we see in detail how the dialogue is not only from work
to work, or phase to phase, it is also happening within each one,
constantly, and at different time scales. There is a constancy of attention
on both physical and virtual feedback loops. This dialogue within the
project between all inhabitants, including the architect, is the design
process.
It is a dialogue with a faster beat or rhythm, yet it is connected to the
others as patterns in the repertoire feed this project dialogue, and the
evolved patterns that result feed back into the repertoire.
There is also a further dimension, which will not be described in detail
here, that of the dialogue between the repertoire, and both the local
vernacular of a place and the broader ecological community, when the
patterns are shared to be used again by other practices or inhabitants.
Each dimension of practice is deeply enmeshed with the others; they
cannot exist separately. It is similar to the “nestedness” of the various
spatial and temporal scales of ecosystems (a piece of meadow, in the
meadow as a whole, in a valley, etc.); an alteration in one has consequences in the other. Buying the Farm for example, originally a personal
change of setting as well as an entrepreneurial act, had repercussions
throughout the entire practice, it was the main trigger, disturbance, of
the research development. The various practice dimensions support each
other by exchanging patterns as well as providing settings (time and
space) and rituals within and through which dialogues can occur.

A dialogue through a multitude of media
I use the word dialogue instead of conversation because the latter is a
dialogue through talking whereas the dialogue in my practice is often
unspoken. Different media are used depending on the family of the
living beings; more virtual with humans, more physical with plants.
These effects the speed of response, of exchange.
Schön describes “reflection in action”, such as a design process, as a
“reflective conversation with a unique and uncertain situation”(Schön,
2011, p. 130). This I do obviously but serendipitous iterations are more
than the examples Schön describes in the book which are only virtual.
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“Just as the reflective practice takes the form
of a reflective conversation with the situation,
so the reflective practitioner’s relation with his
client takes the form of a literally reflective
conversation. Here the professional recognizes
that his technical expertise is embedded in a
context of meanings. He attributes to his clients, as well as to himself, a capacity to mean,
know, and plan. He recognizes that his actions
may have a different meaning for his clients
that he intends them to have, and he gives himself the task of discovering what these are.”
(Schön, 2011, p. 295)

My processes are almost identical. The difference is that these exchanges
are actions on the ground which are inhabited and this behavioural
response is reflected upon. This happens from project to project as well
as within building projects when they are designed in phases, and with
landscapes from year to year. The inhabitants also respond through acts.
I often trust what happens, the behaviours, more than what is said.
I am pointing this out not to make a distinction between virtual and physical modes, which to me have the same role of feedback or “talkback” in
the exchange, but to point out that it includes all forms of feedback.
The gardener iteration is a conversation with the actual situation, not
only with a virtual representation of it.
Most, if not all, architects probably do this, more or less, although it is
not explicated, but when designing with emergent natures, it is central to
the research process.

Openness and the design process
Open media

Dialogue
“A discussion between two or more people or
groups, especially one directed towards exploration of a particular subject or resolution of a
problem” (Oxford Dictionary)
“Refers to a conversation that takes place
between two or more people. […] In a dialogue people freely express their ideas about
a particular topic. This can be considered as a
positive way of obtaining new knowledge and
also learning to accept the points of view of
other people.” (www.differencebetween.com/
difference-between-dialogue-and-vs-discussion/)
Conversation
“A talk, especially an informal one, between
two or more people, in which news and ideas
are exchanged” (Oxford Dictionary)

The openness of the media, what I say, the drawings and models I produce, the rituals, are as essential to the design process as the openness
of the architecture itself is to the life within.

“Reflective conversation” (Schön)

This breadth can be seen in open questions, drawings that have clear
intent and yet which are vague enough, imprecise, blurred, welcoming,
legible by non designers, so that multiple interpretations are possible,
models that are like dolls houses where people can imagine how they
could live in them, what they could do to them. What is conveyed
through this is the propensity of the patterns, their affordance. What
matters is that beings can imagine themselves in them, with them.

“The action or process of talking about
something in order to reach a decision or to
exchange ideas” (Oxford Dictionary)

Open contracts – empathy – trust
In order for this dialogue to be effective, it is necessary that all participants empathise and loosen control; this requires trust. You need to trust
those involved as much as they need to trust you and each other.
This means a culture that is open, non-argumentative, generous. It strikes
me that most building procurement in the UK, generally led by property
developers, use a “military” approach, often based on mild to strong
forms of bullying. Such situations are entirely unable to create the open
environment necessary for synergies to occur; they only create defensiveness and thus the rigidity and simplification that mechanistic approaches
thrive on. Mechanistic approaches are in essence “military” (Kroll, 2012);
it is these that lead to the monocultures we aim to challenge.
The serendipitous iteration does not work well in the standard bidding
process where a defined task or object is quoted for and delivered, at
least when applied strictly. Even though in architectural practice there is
almost always a change in services and thus fees at some point, it nonetheless tends to follow a predefined direction. The serendipitous method
does not have such clarity. It is based on trust and continual conversation
between parties during the process. This can be costly in fees but allows
nimble adaptation.
Most contracts harden situations, limit the fluidity.
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Discussion

On projects for clients, I almost always use an hourly rate-based contract, a soft form of contract, with a schedule of assumed effort based on
an early understanding of what may be required. This is in some ways
like being an employee with a zero-hours contract. It allows for fluidity
and is appreciated by clients. Clients perceive you as being on their side
and you can indeed give advice on the best solution for them instead of
the fastest one to design. The schedule is a fundamental reference point
against which changes are explained; this creates trust between you and
the client.
It has one drawback, on micro-jobs, with clients who change their mind
often, the cost escalates and it is sometimes impossible to manage the
client sufficiently. Warning about the increase are not always listened to
by private clients until they realise the implications at the end. That said,
the same problem occurs with a fixed-price contract as changes in brief
give rights to extra fees.

The socio-ecosystem is the author
If there is an author in the result of a serendipitous iteration, it is the
ecosystem as a whole.
The entire ecosystem has a creative role, as the emergence develops, it
decides how to perform, or responds to what has been brought to it, the
iteration is thus a collective act of creation. The architect is, for a while,
guiding this process but is not in complete control. The design emerges
from the ecosystem within which the architect is present.
Gilles Clement has also pointed out the creative role of the plant communities, or animals, as well as that of the gardener. The case studies
show a broader range of interlocutors. There is a mesh of exchanges that
the designer influences and reads from within.

The architect as choreographer of the dialogue
We have seen in Part 2 how I choreograph the forces in an improvisatory
way within the architectures I design, and in the practice. The three case
studies show that I do the same with the design process. For example, in
the Repository of Stories, I set situations and open rituals to develop the
brief and design with the organisation. This forms a choreography within
which the inhabitants can improvise.
The role of the designer, my role, is to design rituals, and choose settings,
through which this “coming together”, this enmeshment happens.
When I choose settings, I choose who is involved – actors, where it will
happen – spatial instrument, what will be needed – props. The choice of
who may be about skills, shared interests, or simply about democracy,
having the broadest set of views. When I choose rituals, I decide how the
dialogue takes place, the rhythm.
I then facilitate, sometimes summarising, sometimes contextualising,
sometimes asking the key questions.
And gradually I start to see something appearing and I represent this;
I visualise in both sense of the word: I see and I communicate what I see.
I become an eye that shows.
There is also curation, contextualising to help the group decide what
is of most value, for the place as well as research. As much as I do not
care about the exact outcome, I do care about its relevance for the place
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as well as its research value. I will keep championing until I am at least
satisfied with the first of these.
In this process I regularly bring something into the discussion and step
back to listen or see how the patterns are inhabited – virtually or actually.
The inhabitants have a more local and embodied form of knowledge of
existing flows and interactions. The point of the dialogue is to make these
two forms of knowledge interact.
The architect may make it work better and reveal qualities previously
unseen, but his role is as a catalyst or “tweaker” of something already
present, already changing.

The highest common denominator
One of the roles of the designer in these exchanges is to bring the emergence upwards, towards the “highest common denominator”.
Through this dialogue, the multiple trajectories of each actor involved,
each element, the entire ecosystem, come together towards a similar
direction which defines itself through the process. All elements co-evolve
in this process. The direction is an outcome of the dialogue, not one that
you aim to force the trajectories into.
It is as if the exercise aims to foster a polyphony of these different voices,
to help them resonate with each other; it is when they do so the outcome
becomes more than what could have been envisaged, the propensity
grows into synergy.

The empathetic ego
In this process, there is a designer’s ego, the pride in being associated
with something good, of doing something worthwhile and just, not only
for this place, but for research as well. This comes from working on
something that makes me feel good about myself.
Yet this ego is working for the benefit of the place. Doing something
worthwhile in these examples is doing something beneficial to the ecosystem because my fascination is to work with the ecosystem emergence;
there is an inherent empathy towards the situation.
Following Freya Matthews definition of a “synergistic” form of ecological
design mentioned at the end of Part 2, through a process of “dialogue”,
I have “learned to want what the ecosystem needs”. In this process, the
various actors learn what the ecosystem needs (Matthews, 2004, 2011).
The ego is thus not working towards a reinforcement of itself in detachment – it is not – solely – Narcissus looking at his own reflection. It
grows enmeshed, outwards, centrifugal, and exchanging with the world,
accepting that the outcome may not be what was foreseen. In other
words, it is prepared to end up being something else through a process
of empathy.
In this process the energy, the purpose, of the ego is channelled constructively by weaving it with that of others towards what is seen by the
community as the best possible outcome. This is possible because the
practice’s focus is not on a formal style, this would be too rigid, but on
the flows, on the movement. A demonstration of mastery is not through a
refinement of form; it is through the efficacy of the choreography and its
performance.
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The roles diagrams
Top left is the typical linear organisation, the
“military line of command”. The client gives a
brief, the architect designs, the contractor executes. The end user is usually in the UK outside
of this process.
Bottom left is the common outcome when I
am working for clients. There are contractual
exchanges that are “military” but there is also
a dialogue in the middle – the serendipitous
iteration – that is non-linear, messier, more
empathetic. There is an element of co-design.
The top right diagram shows the example
of our own buildings where we are client,
designer, end user.
The middle right is the case of the Landscape
Gestures: relationship with nature as co-designer.
I drew this diagram after been advised by my
supervisor Jo Van de Berghe to draw the various
roles I have in relation to nature and clients.

The architect influences the design through presence

Facing:

The hand of the architect is its presence. It is composed of a number of
factors. The first is the fascination(s), in my case natural processes. This
means that the architect sees, and values, certain things that another
doesn’t. There is also an influence of his character in the way he choreographs the design process. His repertoire of patterns will also define the
patterns that are brought in the dialogue. There is also the capacity to see
and communicate the design as it appears in the dialogue.

The timelines of the three conceptions of
design

Lastly, the architect, sometimes, can choose the client, a setting, for an
affinity of vocation, of purpose. This is the lucky situation when the propensity of the practice and a place intertwine easily.

Serendipitous design

From left, the serendipitous approach that
works with the emergence of the place, and
assumes that this will continue in the future.
The mechanical approach that treats a place as
a blank canvas, designs something new which
is assumed to be maintained as it is.
The conservative approach which defines a
place as a point in past, or present, to maintain
as it is.

Design considered as emerging from place
The case studies share the fact that the design emerges over time. In two
of them it began before my involvement, in the Roots Pavilion it started
with my involvement although it is conceived to connect to and be
sheltered by existing ecosystems. They will all continue changing beyond
my involvement.
Each of these three places is in evolution; the design is not a new object
on a blank page, it is grown from what is there. The serendipitous
method grows places into something else. This is very different from
the mechanical approach that starts from scratch or the conservative
approach that aims to fix buildings or landscapes to an ideal point in
time, however impossible that is.
These designs are all set in a process of constant remaking, of growth, of
renewal of frescoes, without my presence being necessary.
In my role of designer, I redefine a setting and indicate rituals, but both
may be changed. Nonetheless, if they thrive, a memory of them, a trace
will remain, like the shape of squares and streets in cities. They will of
course be altered, and may even be entirely erased, yet they may be
renewed.

Serendipitous, mechanical and conservative designs
The serendipitous methodology is close to Lucien Kroll’s concept of
incrementalism and Gilles Clement’s methodology of the Garden in
Movement.
Where I use the term serendipitous and mechanical, Kroll uses “incrementalism” that he opposes to what he calls “GPS” (“General Problem
Solving”), the dominant mode today that, from the start, “fixes definitely
the precise detail of all stages of execution” (Kroll and Kroll, 2012, p.
156, author’s translation). His critique is that through the necessary generalisation of such a top-down approach, the result is unable to achieve
a desirable environment for living. His projects based on consultation
and co-design bring an incremental process to§ the design process. The
resulting design is then built using standard modes of procurement. The
way I have been working also does this with buildings, yet it also integrates incrementalism post-inhabitation. This is something Kroll was not
able to do in his projects due to the way they were procured. I have been
able to do so because we either were the clients or the clients desired a
phased construction.
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« l’incrementalisme ne veut décider de chaque
étape qu’au moment où il l’aborde et pendant
son cours : il refuse de décider trop tôt ni les
étapes suivantes ni la totalité de l‘opération
sans la soumettre aux évènements successifs de
chaque phase. Ainsi la fin n’est pas définies dès
le début. L’incrementalisme est la façon la plus
écologique de décider par la participation continue de toutes les informations qui surgissent
au cours de l’opération. »
(Kroll and Kroll, 2012, p. 156)

Serendipitous versus mechanical is similar to Christopher Alexander’s
“System A” and “GPS” is “System B”. I use a combination of System A
and System B. System A generally, System B to procure settings, or part
of, efficiently. It is also often impossible to do otherwise in a world dominated by this system.

The critique of contemporary society that Clement makes in the chapter where the quote on the previous page is found, is this obsession
with the fixity of the form, of the object, to the detriment of life and its
diversity. This is also found in our contemporary approach to the built
environment. The ever-increasing listing of buildings and protection of
entire areas leads to a fossilisation of the living city. Buildings become so
protected that some can no longer accommodate life. Large budgets are
spent on conserving the past when increasingly less care is put into what
we are building now.

The three diagrams on the following page juxtapose three concepts of
composition. Serendipitous design is always in becoming whereas the
other two solidify either what was created at a defined point in the past,
or a new vision, for the future. These are simplified of course, in practice
an architecture will always change, even if we resist it.

Design as dynamic and resilient enchantment

Clement proposes that if there is an author’s “signature”, this is more
alike to “the spirit of a place” than that of a fixed form. This I also see as
a purpose for building design.

What is a serendipitous design? In mechanical and conservative paradigms, a design is an object considered as static, either one that is created from scratch or one inherited from the past. What happens when the
object is not fixed? What is the design when you design with emergent
natures? Where is it? Can you see or touch it?

As we can see from the Repository of Stories or the Landscape Gestures,
I work, I design with the emergence of a place, with its spirit; the design
is thus not something else, it is a version of what is already there.
The signature is the spirit itself, my hand alters its emergence, but not
entirely. I like to think that it highlights its qualities.

In this extract from The Wisdom of the Gardener, Gilles Clément
describes the paradox of form in landscape design, the fact that a design,
as form, inevitably will evolve in unpredictable ways.
“The living escapes human mastery and the signature in a design,
if it exists, results more from an imprecision, a feeling – the spirit
of a place, ‘justly’ – than of readable forms, perfected. Disenchanted.” (author’s translation from text on the side)
Clement concludes that “the gardener role may not be to maintain
this form through time, but that through time, if he can, they make the
enchantment last.” (as above)
There are three key concepts here that are useful to this research, the first
is that design is an evanescent quality, “an enchantment”, the “spirit of a
place”. This is the character which we discussed in Reflection 2 as how
the gardener architect perceives the ecosystems he works with.
The second point, is that to remain alive, a design needs to be evolving.
The third is the role of the person who cares for the place to recreate it as
it changes so that it maintains its enchantment.
It is my view that this is not only true of landscape architecture, it is also
true of buildings. No doubt construction – sometimes – lasts longer than
plants yet buildings change. More importantly, architecture, if understood as an embodied experience of space, is the interaction of the
actual building material and what takes place within it. What happens
alters the quality of the place and often the building itself. Buildings and
cities change over time.
The equivalent of gardeners, and users, in a landscape are the maintenance team in a building as well as the inhabitants, decorators, interior
designers, all those who transform the spatial qualities. Each has a creative role in the evolution of the building, each cares in their own way.
The permanence of the form is an illusion. Maintenance is an illusion; it
is not possible to maintain a building exactly as it was, at least not without killing the life you may wish to preserve. You can slow the process of
ageing and change, but it is not keeping the building as it was. Caring,
or not caring, for is a better word than maintaining to describe what
happens. We each care in different ways; it is a creative act.
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« En mon propre jardin, moi le jardinier, je ne
saurais prédire l’exacte forme du lendemain.
Seul existe l’instant. Alors comment garantir le
futur d’un territoire lointain dont on ne connaît même pas les oiseaux ? Les jardiniers se
succèdent, les donneurs d’ordre ne s’attardent
guère ; a défaut de l’image – modifiée par
les uns et les autres – pourrait-on faire durer
l’esprit ?
De tous les jardins dont j’ai la charge, seul
le Domaine du Rayol fait l’objet d’un suivi.
Sans doute le Conservatoire du Littoral a-t-il
conscience des fragilités qu’il gère ? Sans doute
mesure-t-il l’impuissance des seules architectures à tenir le projet. Il sait que le vivant
échappe à la maitrise et que la signature, si elle
existe, résulte plus d’une imprécision, un sentiment – l’esprit du lieu, justement – que des
formes lisibles, parfaites. Désenchantées.
Le jardinier n’est peut-être pas celui qui fait
durer les formes dans le temps mais dans le
temps, s’il le peut, fait durer l’enchantement.
Il faut essayer. »
Gilles Clément, La Sagesse du Jardinier,
(Clément, 2006, p. 109)

Clement also points out that aesthetic is a way of seeing – in both our
cases this is defined not primarily by giving a form, but by framing life
or embodying a relation with life through action which produces space,
constantly reproduces the form. For example, framing the acts of illustrators in the Repository of Stories gives an increased value to this act,
framing the Meadow through the patterns of Landscape Gestures is also
directing the eye, as well as other sense, towards something they may
have missed, or dismissed. The relative permanence of the settings, or
their regular recreation, maintains through time a way of seeing regardless of the actual form that it takes at any given time. The settings and the
nurturing acts, the rituals, maintain a degree of coherence that is recognisable even though the elements themselves change and / or move.
What the gardener architect does is nurture the development of the
existing character of a place towards the most beneficial, enchanted, and
just synergy that can be achieved. This is not only aesthetic; as we have
seen in Reflection 2, this character, that defines the emergence, is the
combination of the knowledge that is stored in the ecosystem – its representation – and its capacity for self-generation to adjust to changes in
its environment. The nurturing of the character of a place is the nurturing
of its resilience.
Architecture is designed propensity.

Growths
These three case studies form a new series, which I call Growths. They
all engage in a process of renewal, of a remaking, year by year. They all
engage in a dialogue with the rest of the ecosystem, physically as well as
virtually, in a dialogue that allows them to co-evolve. There is a blurring
of the phases of inhabitation, design, construction and maintenance;
they overlap.
It is also striking that in all these projects, time is looked at in a long
timeframe. There are multiple stages of involvement of the designer and
a long development of the work beyond the architect’s interaction. In
all of them it takes time to create the project and for it to develop to a
degree of maturity. The Meadow has taken 10 years to reach a degree of
diversity. The Roots Pavilion will take decades to show its evolution. The
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« Il est plus facile de décrire et d’énumérer
la diversité que d’en saisir les mécanismes.
Pour cela, il faut observer. Les éthologues,
scientifiquement attachés à l’étude des comportements animaux, les botanistes du comportement végétal (ceux-là n’ont pas reçu de
nom), les ethnologues et même les sociologues
ont en commun de travailler avec les données
fluctuantes du vivant. A aucun moment il
ne leur est possible de décrire une situation
comme stable ou définitive. Ils doivent s’en
tenir au constat temporaire : solution de vie
valable en ce moment. En ce moment seulement. Ceux-là ont tout à nous apporter. Leur
enseignement efface les certitudes.
Si l’on tenait compte, non du résultat de ces
observations, mais de la philosophie qui s’en
dégage, on envisagerait l’aménagement de
l’espace autrement.
Au lieu de durcir le cadre du jardin ou celui
de l’espace public, on l’imaginerait souple et
profond, susceptible d’absorber les transformations du vivant. »
Gilles Clément, La Sagesse du Jardinier,
(Clément, 2006, pp. 45–46)

Creating gardens for natures to thrive
Through these case studies we can see the broader benefits of this
research for society; one is local, the second territorial.

Gardens
The most powerful insight of the Repository of Stories is that the development of rituals in dialogue with its community led to the strengthening
of the resilience of the centre through the increased enmeshment and
exchanges with their broader ecology.
This was not the aim; I originally was looking at the processes abstractly
in terms of how the Landscape Gesture rituals could be transferred to
buildings and loosening my hand further. What the result seems to show
is that rituals developed dialogically tend to increase enmeshment in
buildings as much as they do in the Landscape Gestures such as the
meadow or woodland works seen in Part 1.
The approach of this practice is close to the regenerative movement as
described in Pamela Mang’s book Regenerative Development and Design
(2016). The former confirms many of the concepts, yet it adds to it in two
ways. The first is that it shows concretely how one architectural practice
applies these principles at the smaller scale of building and landscape
design, and how aesthetics combine with ethics.
The second contribution is more fundamental. It shows that you can
work in the opposite direction, from designing with the emergence of
natures in a small, located and embodied way, without much knowledge
of the broader system. A ripple effect improves the ecological resilience
within to beyond the site. It trusts that the ecosystem can fend for itself
when fostered. The regenerative approach, probably due to its practitioners advising at a broader strategic scale, and not directly designing
buildings and landscapes, focusses on a strategic approach to the system,
the larger scale view, yet also grown through dialogue.
In the case studies, simply working – ecologically – on flows and the
emergence of life for their own sake, with them, leads to a strengthening
of enmeshment and diversity. In other words, you don’t need to start by
designing the network, you can start with the emergence itself, with the
flows.
Repository of Stories will be an evolving process and will gain
depth when you can feel the layering of wallpaper, the roundness
that it will bring.
With all of them, there is a sense of repeated small acts of care,
every year, developing a maturing piece.
In each case, there is a yearly growth, regrowth, like a skin.
There is a parallel to the notion of the identity of a building that is regularly and entirely rebuilt, yet remaining the same, such as the temple
of Ize in Japan. This is a building that is always new, “in a beginning
endlessly repeated” (Isozaki, 2011, ch. 9). A building that is as much
an act as a setting. In order to maintain the quality of a building’s youth,
you have to demolish it each year and replace it with a copy.
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Diagram representing how the influence of the
gardener architect is understood. Directly, the
gardener architect nurtures gardens for natures
to thrive. These increase resilience and diversity
within them and also have a local effect as the
boundaries of the gardens are porous.

There is something heart-warming about this, that anyone, at whatever
scale, can have an impact beyond what they can directly influence and
/ or comprehend. This gives a higher level of efficacy to this concept. In
other words, you don’t need to have the budget for a specialist to start
such a process. Of course when working on larger and thus more complex projects, an experienced facilitator may be useful.

These gardens and the patterns developed
through their constant recreation inspire others
to create other gardens and the process repeats.
Other ecological practitioners are doing the
same.

This difference can be seen in our titles, Pamela Mang presents the
design as regenerating, whereas I accentuate the focus on designing
with the emergence, assuming that it will regenerate the place as a
consequence.

Through this process of reproduction, a societal
paradigm shift towards ecology gradually takes
place.

Ecological memes
We can now see how this practice nurtures the ecological paradigm
shift. Within the gardens, natures are nurtured and the diversity and
enmeshment that they foster spreads nearby as the ecosystems are open,
their boundaries are porous.
321 · Reflection 3 - designing serendipitously

Joshua Ramo’s concept of the “mastery of
incipience”, “the ability to read context in
order to know when change is going to begin”
(Mang, 2016, ch. 9)

“Meme
noun
1. An element of a culture or system of behaviour passed from one individual to another by
imitation or other non-genetic means.
2. An image, video, piece of text, etc., typically
humorous in nature, that is copied and spread
rapidly by Internet users, often with slight
variations.”
(Oxford Dictionary)

Through their creation, open patterns are generated, which inspire others
to do the same elsewhere. These open patterns are ecological memes,
they reproduce and can be transformed in each occurrence that they
inspire.
It is important to note that as memes are not imposed, they reproduce
through being attractive – by being poetic, or sweet, or funny – and scalable – by being simple to make. Memes cannot be hermetic, alienating,
elitist.
Over time, the multiplication of gardens will, hopefully, reach a tipping
point when the societal shift to the ecological paradigm will occur.

Animism
The aesthetic between the three case studies is similarly constructed; it
is a layering of different languages. Firstly, they all share an element of
performance, that of human and that of plants; the care for the Courtyard
Meadow, the growth of plants, the renewal of illustrations, the greeting
of visitors. There is a regular nurturing ritual, a dialogue, that constantly
recreates the work. Secondly, this process of co-creation is expressed by
framing it with abstract forms: stripes, a flat colonnade or a tripod vault.
Lastly, they all have a figurative dimension, or at least an allusion to
figuration, that of anthropomorphic qualities in the Pollards and Pavilion,
or the story telling in the ephemeral fresco.
The result is that they all are realistic, mundane, and simultaneously
oneiric.
As we have seen in Part 1, the formal language is designed to be meaningful, open to a multitude of meanings, and thus it does not express a
specific one. In part 2, we discussed that the gardener architect’s understanding of the world is as emergent ecosystems that have a character,
a culture or a genius loci. Character is perceived, through practice, in
beings and larger ecosystems – places – as the combination of their
knowledge and their capacity for self generation.
The allusion to figuration in the recent work conveys a shift towards a
perception that is similar to animistic religions – these see all beings, and
places, as having a soul; this practice is a secular and scientific form of
animism that understands “soul” as the emergence of ecosystems.
A specific understanding of the world and relation to it is defined, one
of co-evolution with a dynamically changing ecosystem that is valued,
and which is understood as being sentient, as having a capacity to make
decisions, to adapt to change and remember. It shows care and respect
for the natures that we are within.
The ontology of the gardener architect is a form of animism merged with
ecology. It is a combination of the enchantment described by Clement
and resilience, representation of knowledge and capacity for self-generation. This form of architectural animism is a way of making resilience visible and attractive to humans, of joining ecological ethics and aesthetics.
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Principles of the Gardener Architect
This conclusion, and the lexicon that follows, aim to extract the
“constant” elements of this practice. They are summarised as seven –
contingent and evolving – principles that this gardener architect uses
to design with emergent natures.
The aim of these principles is to convey the essential concepts that come
to mind whilst practising, those that have proven to be useful in action,
in both fields of built and grown architectures, and at each dimension
of practice. In other words, the aim for this text is to summarise what
has proven most operative. They describe how this gardener architect
conceives, and acts on, the world, today.
These principles are primarily aimed at practices who wish to work with
natures and resist abstractness. The intent is that reading this conclusion
will help them – you – see faster their – your – own principles, which are
likely to share some qualities and not others.
The purpose is not to define a universal, perfect, and static theory, but
share a set of lenses that are useful when practising design with, and
within, the dynamic complexity of natures.
After the principles, we will discuss how this research contributes to
knowledge and outline possible future research.

PRINCIPLE 1 – practising with nested natures
(extracted from Parts 1, 2 and 3)
The gardener architect perceives the world as natures, ecosystems that
are allowed to emerge, nested within other natures.
The approach tends to work with what is already present, “to do the most
with and the least against”, it designs with the flows of the world, and
with the least possible effort.
Natures are in constant flux. Each nature is composed of an assemblage
of smaller natures, each with their own life and propensity, each an
ecosystem. This propensity is a tendency to behave in a certain way, its
character, its culture.
The diagram overleaf describes the evolution of a place. Such a nature,
such as a meadow, is composed of a multitude of plants and animals, or
multiple people. Each of these is a line of colour in this diagram. They
have an overall direction as a system, a propensity, the darker hatched
line, a sense of purpose.
These natures are also nested in the practice. The nature of multiple
projects interact to form series around their specific propensity: the interaction of humans with the landscape and each other in Open Vernacular, a series of houses, the relation between humans, plant and animal
communities in Landscape Gestures, that of inert and growing material,
and humans in Ruinations.
The same diagram also applies to these series if the coloured lines
become the places. Each series has a propensity.
The series also interact in the practice towards a common sense of
purpose, this propensity is the research question. The same diagram also
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applies at this practice scale, the coloured lines being series. The Ph.D.
was an opportunity to create coherence and synergy for the practice out
of a disparate range of series, of fields.
The practice itself nests with other practices in the ecodesign culture.
Each of these ecosystems is in dynamic change; each emerges and they
interact with one another.
The gardener architect’s role is not to produce fixed designs, as objects,
but to nurture a coherence towards a preferred version of the propensity
of the situation. This moment of coherence, of relative equilibrium, fosters a synergy between the various beings, projects, series and practices.
Within the nature of an ecosystem, within its network, knowledge is
stored, represented, that allows the place to self-organise to adapt to
changing environments.
The gardener architect designs with this soul-like quality, by redefining
its propensity, without killing it, yet guiding it towards a more beneficial
equilibrium. The gardener architect nurtures the agency and enmeshment
of these various natures. This applies to all dimensions of practice: that of
beings, that of place, and that of practice.
This approach fosters an increased resilience, an increased diversity.

PRINCIPLE 2 – a repertoire of open patterns
(extracted from Part 1)
The gardener architect uses a repertoire of open patterns to guide the
propensity. They are elements that can be reconfigured in multiple ways,
without specific order. They can be altered and combined differently
each time.
A pattern combines multiple qualities of architecture; they are spatial,
climatic, signs; they foster a certain range of behaviour.
There are two main categories: a physical type, settings, and a behavioural one, the nurturing patterns.

This timeline diagram shows the process of
designing with natures.
An existing ecosystem, formed of the multiple
agencies of the different beings (coloured sinuous lines), and with its own propensity (grid
dash line) is choreographed towards a preferred direction, or equilibrium, with the use of
patterns (small circles and triangles) exchanged
with the practice repertoire (in blue).
This is done through a dialogue from within
(multiple arrows). Decisions are made through
being present (vertical line with Janus head
of two face profiles looking backward and
forward).
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The dialogue defines a degree of openness
(width dimension in orange area) that guides
the emergence towards synergy (yellow going
to red), a higher level of beneficial coherence.

The setting patterns are composed of actors, props, and spatial instruments, that combine to form biotopes. The houses are composed of heterogeneous environmental types, from conservative to dynamic spaces.
Landscapes are shifting mosaics.
The nurturing patterns are gestures, some repeat: open rituals, others are
occasional, tweaks. The open rituals are a form of regular disturbance
that guides an ecosystem towards a dynamic equilibrium.
Open patterns form spatial and temporal frameworks that nurture the
ecosystem’s coherence. The definition of their scale is essential: how
often, how close, how big.
The patterns define potential, for use as well as meaning; they afford
agency. They are useful and meaningful; they multi-task; they are also
layered, both spatially and temporally.
They are “to be mades”, a play on Duchamp’s idea of the “readymades”.
If Duchamp chose objects that were already made, the gardener architect
creates patterns to be made by the inhabitants ; they interpret them
creatively.
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PRINCIPLE 4 – being present
(extracted from Part 2)
Being here and now, in the point of transformation, like Janus, the
Roman god of transitions, is the essential frame of mind of the gardener
architect. And it is this way of being that is aimed at for the inhabitants
of the gardens that are designed: being at the junction of past and future,
both looking back and looking forward.
Architecture for the gardener architect is a performance of the body, and
bodies, in settings and through acts. It is not only the building as object
to be appreciated through contemplation. Buildings and rituals are tools
to be performed and recreated in the present.
It is a form of improvisation by inhabitants, fostered by the physical settings and nurturing rituals left by the architect and others. Architecture is
a creative act of reinterpretation of these patterns, and alteration of them.
The aim is to help the inhabitants to be present in the moment in an
embodied way.
It is also being present with and within the ecosystem, in the dialogue
that forms its design process, aware of our connectivity to the natures we
are nested within, and woven with.

A sculpture of Janus by Charles Offredi

Patterns are ecological memes, attractive elements, simple to make, that
can easily reproduce through imitation. The aim is that they spread by
inspiring others, in order to bring our society to the cultural threshold
when it will tip into ecological culture.

PRINCIPLE 3 –
choreographing the rhythms of the elements
(extracted from Part 2)
The gardener architect defines affordance, without limiting the agency
of the ecosystem to self-organise, its emergence, by choreographing the
rhythms of the elements of architecture: the void, climate, resources,
beings, plant communities and activities of people.
Whereas the mechanistic approach fixes temperature and plants, into
predetermined roles and cycles, the gardener architect allows the
rhythms to develop; they are transformed but not fixed, the climate
tempered or enhanced, slowed down or accelerated. The practice shifts
between the different financial rhythms of different properties. Rhythms
of ecological successions or annual growth are reset, phased. The
rhythms of the landscape and humans are synchronised.

This diagram represents the typical setting type
of this practice. The settings are polycentric,
there are multiple and heterogeneous biotopes
of ambivalent appearance and with porous
boundaries.
This applies to all dimensions of this practice,
within the scales of a project, a series, the
practice itself.
Openness is created through the heterogeneity
and connectivity of such mosaics.

The inhabitants can improvise within these open choreographies.
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After each phase is built, the situation is reassessed according to how it
is inhabited.
The mechanistic approach is often used for building a phase, a setting,
partly because it is efficient, partly because in our society it is virtually
impossible to do it any other way. The contemporary forms of contract
are mechanistic in essence and refer to fixed objects. The mechanistic
approach is used to speak the current procurement language, but it is
shuffled so that it only produces elements of the settings.
The gardener architect choreographs this dialogue towards the highest common denominator, the most desirable propensity. He uses an
empathetic form of ego in order to influence through presence and not
through imposing a will.
The dialogues are nested, they happen within a practice dimension, such
as a place as well as between dimensions such as project and series,
and series and practice overall; through this dialogue, the repertoire of
patterns grows.

PRINCIPLE 6 – architectural animism
(Part 1, 2 and 3)
The key aesthetic that results layers, combines, opposites. It puts into
balance:
• realism and the dreamlike
• embodied / performative and contemplative / poetic
• process driven and formal
• abstract and figurative
• formal and formless
• order and chaos
• growth and decay
• rough and smooth

PRINCIPLE 5 – serendipitous design
(extracted from Part 3)
The design process of the gardener architect is serendipitous and based
on a dialogue with and within places, socio-ecosystems.
It generally starts by looking, listening to what is there, in order to define
a sense of direction of the ecosystem, a propensity, a purpose.
The gardener architect does something, asks a question, draws a drawing, and listens to the response. And the cycle starts again. The acts are
often small and the process takes time.
The dialogue can be virtual or physical, through words or images. It is
a dialogue with multiple voices, human voices, plants, animals, inert
beings. The socio-ecosystem is the author.
It happens directly and physically at times, as is the case with plants, or
virtually with humans.

• perfect and imperfect
• dark and light
• joy and sadness
• kindness and cruelty
• ephemerality of processes and duration
• unpredictable ever-changing qualities
This is a result of the combined design methods, the layering of the
formal and process-driven, of the top-down and the bottom-up.
Often its expression is based on texture more than form.
In this sense it is close to the dialectical picturesque, the original form
of picturesque that was neither beautiful nor sublime, neither rational
nor fearsome. It does not idealise rationality, nor imagination; it isn’t
romantic; it is fuzzy.

Over time, out of this exchange, the propensity is adjusted, it evolves.

It shows an enchanted version of the actual, similar to oneiric realist
films, where the dark side of reality is acknowledged, yet imagination
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thrives and the overall tone is optimistic, hopeful, without shying away
from the harsh aspects of life. It refuses both utopian and dystopian
visions.
It is this that is essential, an ecological aesthetic both needs to accept
the imperfection, cruelty, and chaotic appearance inherent to emergent
processes and yet it needs to frame them so that there is sufficient order
and beauty that natures become attractive, desirable, approachable. And
so that they are imitated.
It is an embodied and enchanted ecological culture where imagination,
creativity, and life can thrive.
It both is, and appears, ecological; its aim is to develop ecophylia.
The character of ecosystems, their tendency for certain behaviour
is revealed, is made visible, and through this their sentience can be
experienced.
This architecture is a performative form of architectural animism.

PRINCIPLE 7 – defining degrees of openness
(Part 1, 2 and 3)
For the gardener architect, the main decision is often to decide the
degree of openness of each pattern. To open enough so that the ecosystem can emerge and diversify, and not so much that a few bullies
dominate, or a lack of order makes the result unpalatable to most people.
Depending on the situation, and this varies in time, the openness varies
in the loose control zone.
Openness can be spatial, temporal, semiotic or psychological. It defines
propensities, the realm of likely potential.
It is this openness that makes the work useful and meaningful instead of
functional and symbolic.
Most patterns are open because they share the qualities of being
polycentric, heterogeneous, porous, polysemic, ambivalent.
You can see this in the buildings’ typologies, just as much as the Landscape Gestures. It is also present in the practice. The free agent nature of
how I practice is in effect a way of existing and moving between multiple
communities and fields in order to gain agency, to be able to practice in
the overlap of landscape and building architectures as well as partially
outside main procurement routes. Its generalist nature is essentially
polycentric.
It is also essential during the design process that the situation is open
emotionally, relationally and temporally; it requires patience and trust; it
needs generosity and openness to new ideas. When criticality dominates,
instead of usefulness, separation occurs that reinforces opposite camps
instead of a mutual sense of purpose.
Lastly, the media used in the dialogue must also be open, clear of intent,
yet open for interpretation, warm and welcoming, inhabitable. This is
both the language of each medium as well as that of the architecture.
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Contribution to knowledge and implications

Future lines of enquiry

There are four contributions in this research: a main contribution and
three sub-contributions.

The Ph.D. is a first step that has allowed me to conceptualise and finalise
the ecological paradigm shift of my practice towards this animistic
approach to ecological architecture. This has been investigated at the
small scale.

1 – Conceptual framework for built and grown architectures
Firstly, a common conceptual framework of the seven gardener architect
principles for both built and grown architectures to design with the
emergence of natures has been developed and described.

2 – Loose control
Secondly, this practice uses a specific level of openness – loose control
– that works with existing processes, through improvisation within loose
frameworks.
Human interventions can support nurture as long as they do not aim to
overly control. Loose control is a specific level of openness that maximises emergence and diversity because humans are involved in a respectful way, because they are part of it.
It is this constantly-adjusted openness in design processes that fosters the
resilience of ecosystems.

3 – Nurturing propensity
Thirdly, there is an understanding of architecture that is specific. It is
neither in the patterns that compose the architecture, nor in the objects,
nor in the acts in themselves, but in the emergence itself, in the character
of the place, this dynamic set of relations, this intangible heritage that
needs to adapt in order to survive. This emergence, when resilient, can
self-organise without a designer. The tangible and intangible patterns are
key tools for altering the propensity, but it is the emergence that is the
architectural experience, the performance of the setting and nurturing
patterns.
The design process is a dynamic shaping of the propensity that is
constantly reassessed serendipitously, through dialogue. It applies to all
dimensions of nesting: to the place, to the series, to the practice, and to
the ecodesign culture it belongs to.
This architecture involves challenging the division between the roles of
designer, inhabitant and maker.

There are four enmeshed lines of enquiry that will be researched through
reflective practice in future case studies.

Through reflective practice at a larger scale
I am now keen to develop it, especially focusing on the nurturing rituals, at the next scale up, that of a territory. This is in order to see if the
principles can be applied there and how they evolve. I am particularly
interested in comparing this framework with permaculture and regenerative design principles.
One dimension will be whether the free-agent mode of practice will
continue or be replaced by another.

Drawing natures
Another line of enquiry is the question of representation which I have
already started researching further. I wish to explore the various emergent qualities of the use of the watercolour medium in order to think
the emergence in landscapes and human groups. The project is called
Drawing Natures.

Photographing natures
I am also starting to expand my capacity in the medium of photography. I
have just bought a new camera with higher definition in order to be able
to photograph both overall effect and detail within a single picture; this
is an impact of a frustration that grew as I was designing the book of the
thesis.

Gardening books
The new work above will be shaped into series-specific gardening books
– gardening meant either literally or metaphorically. The purpose is to
disseminate the knowledge beyond the confines of the architectural
profession.

4 – Architectural animism

Future case studies

The work of the gardener highlights the sentience of ecosystems. It
enmeshes humans natures with other beings and places. More than
physical closeness, it establishes a constancy of dialogue, of exchange. It
is an animistic form of architecture.

There are already ongoing and likely case studies and sometimes
they combine.

The Farm – landscape gestures and growths

My optimism has grown through the Ph.D.. It was always present in the
balance of growth and decay, yet it increased with the awareness of the
sentience of ecosystems, with the unfurling of this animistic relation to
ecosystems.

There will be more landscape gestures and growths at the Farm of
course such as these first investigations of the drawing natures project
on Courtyard Meadow for this year’s scheme.
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An example is Living Woven House, the next growth project to be made
at the Farm, in 2019.
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Two studies of the landscape gestures for
Courtyard Meadow in 2018.
These studies investigate the emergent quality
of the watercolour medium in combination
with chance operations.
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One exercise will be embodied by the students. Every year, the studio
will make a few changes to the same communal garden, as a ritual happening each time with a new group of students, over a decade or more.
So the future is to pursue this research into drawing natures – in the sense
of representing natures as well as nurturing, inducing and attracting them
– through reflective practice, as well as through design and teaching, and
to disseminate the insights broadly.

Animistic gardens
As we have seen, I believe that the ecological animism of this practice
first originated in the childhood experience of the countryside at my
grandparents’ at a time when it was not, yet, entirely industrialised, when
resilient practices were still in existence. It then grew again through various case studies, especially the Farm.
I am convinced of the necessity of experiencing ecologies in an embodied and performative fashion, to gain this ecological knowledge. The
nurturing patterns, those of the Landscape Gestures as much as those
of comforting, must be performed to be understood in relation to the
settings that support them. It is only when we embody this enmeshed
relation to natures, this dialogue, that we can see ourselves being one
nature woven with others into larger ones. This knowledge will not be
gained seated at a computer in a studio.
Our society not only needs the masterplanning of “nature” reserves to
sustain ecological futures, it needs just as importantly to develop an ecological culture that fosters natures to thrive in our daily lives, ours, others,
and other living beings and ecosystems. What we need is a societal
paradigm shift. In order to do this, humans in general and designers in
particular, need to experience what such natures are – and their architectures – as processes we are engaged with, not solely beautiful things to
look at, and this is increasingly a challenge in our “developed”, mechanistic, world, which is increasingly natureless.

The Farm – the Valley
I also wish to look beyond the confines of the property and look at the
Valley that the farm belongs to. It is envisaged to start a process of rituals:
interviews and barbecues bringing people together. And recording the
dialogue as it develops on a website in order to see if this area can
improve through the rituals, and the spreading of knowledge. I aim to
design as little and as late as possible, maybe not at all.

Commissions
There are also a number of potential redesign projects of estates similar
to the Farm in the South of England and Greece.

A sketch of Living Woven House, the next
Growth experiment to be built at the Farm

Developing such a natural culture has little to do with master-planning,
top-down, abstracted big pictures; it has to do with small, everyday acts
within places. It is fostering gardens for natures to thrive and, little by
little, to increase the resilience of our landscapes and world beyond. The
Farm and the Repository of Stories are such animistic gardens.
If each of us in our ever-increasing population gardened natures around
and within ourselves, maybe biodiversity would not need nature reserves
to thrive.
The gardener architect grows a vernacular architectural language; it
is neither radical nor reactionary. It starts from what is here, now, and
works with it.
I hope that this research helps, and inspires, others to do so.

Gardening architecture design studio
Lastly, the design studio teaching will focus on enhancing cultural and
biological diversity through designing with natures, especially through
rituals that alter the grown and built environments.
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Epilogue
Something unexpected has happened right at the end of the reworking of
the Ph.D., which reveals the value of this methodology.
As I have been reconnecting to my network in London, after the disturbance of the fellowship, I have ended up being involved with the current
redefinition of the Royal Institute of British Architects awards, the most
famous of which is the Sterling Prize. It was an intense meeting, with
many people who have a narrow view of what architects can do today
and what they may be doing in the future. Unusually for me in such
public and intense situation, I was able to clearly and calmly defend a
judging criteria based on the various aspects that we can contribute to
society to raise the level of awareness of these values within and outside
the profession.
My proposal was double. Firstly to replace the current judging of the
best “buildings” to best “architectures” of the year. Secondly to explicitly
judge entries on six criteria. Three of them are the usual Vitruvian categories: venustas, utilitas, firmitas. The fourth is processes, that of design,
as well as making. The fifth is heritage understood broadly as “representation” in the system theory sense of knowledge stored for future
adaptation, combining both the tangible and intangible and the various
dimensions: cultural, biological and ecological. The sixth is social contribution, looking at the impact to society outside of the site. These added
categories broaden the judgement beyond the object of architecture and
onto the questions of processes, rituals, ecology.
Reflecting on the event and the judging criteria that I recommended, I
realised three things. The first is that what this is – hopefully – doing is
opening the door to the recognition of ecological architectural practices;
it could help trigger a shift towards ecological design. The second is that
by doing this – and this is surprising – I am becoming a champion for
ecological design, and other unusual understandings of architecture. I
was already a teacher, but this is a more public voice. The third is that
without researching this Ph.D., I would not have enough confidence, nor
a coherent enough discourse to contribute.
And it is in such a parable that the value of the through reflective practice
methodology, and other postmodern research methodologies, lie. This
knowledge and the researcher are enmeshed in the world, in dialogue
with it, and this allows it to contribute its findings in actual practice, as
well as test its applicability, as it goes along. The process strengthens
its researchers. The research speaks to the world from within, fast; it is
useful.
The shifting and multilayered nature of this knowledge should not be
feared, it is specifically this quality that renders it operative, that allows
it to nimbly make a difference in this fast-changing world.
It is precisely because the knowledge of reflective practice does not aim
to create a perfect and static theoretical structure, a solid meta-narrative, coherently organised to fit the expectations of “modern” / “Mode1”
knowledge, that it is able to dialogue with, and contribute to, the complexity of the world. Instead of establishing rigour through abstracted
theoretical coherence, it constantly reassesses the usefulness of its conceptual framework by bringing it back into the world and being attentive
to the responses.
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Abstraction
Abstraction is used in the sense of the use of abstract forms, simple
geometries such as circle, square, rectangle and triangle.
Abstraction is never used alone, it is used in a mongrel way in combination with process. It forms a frame that reveals the variations of textures
of different processes. It act as referent to evolution. It expresses change
by the unlikelihood that such form would have appeared naturally. The
differences in emergence depending on pattern is visible through contrast between resulting textures.
Abstractness
Freya Mathews defines abstractness in opposition to nature. Abstractness
is a preconceived construct that is applied onto the world. By contrast
nature is an ecosystem that is allowed to follow its own conativity.
Abstractness is to be avoided at all costs as an aim although there are
specific points during procurement where it is an efficacious way to
make Spatial Instruments.
Actors
Actors are living beings – human and otherwise – within a situation. In
my projects many are already present, some are added – for example
trees and plants.
A situation can be substantially transformed by actors, trees, for example,
will shift an ecosystem into a forest habitat.
Agency
Giving agency to beings so that they can follow their own nature, so that
they can self-actualise is an essential aim. Although linked to freedom,
this is more than a capacity to act, it is also a capacity to transform the
setting.
Agency is defined through the affordance of the setting and nurturing
patterns.
Affordance
Affordance is the agency given by a specific living or inert element to
another.
Ambivalent
Most of what I do creates ambivalence – situations can be understood in
different ways equally, whether a situation or a ritual. It is very close to
ambiguity but with a notion that you can shift between one reading and
another; ambiguity implies that the confusion between versions remains.
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Biotope
I use biotope in the sense of a type of environmental condition to which
corresponds a biological community. It is close to habitat but habitat
refers to a specific species.
A room, a dry meadow, a loggia, are biotopes.

A dialogue is the essence of the gardener iteration. Knowledge is
produced through it, patterns are creating within it.
A dialogue is not a succession of monologues. Each utterance is a
reaction to what has been said before. The point of such a conversation
is to create a synergy.

Spatial Instruments are biotopes.

I am no specialist in constructivist theories of knowledge production
but from my small understanding, it parallels many of its concepts.

Character

An essential task of the gardener architect is to join, begin and facilitate
this dialogue; this requires empathy and a capacity to listen and
question.

I have used character to describe the qualities of an ecosystem I am
working with; for example there are qualities of certain areas of a city or
landscape that are readable when you engage with them. They tend to
behave in a certain way, just as a humans do. It is a propensity for a way
of behaving.
Some are aggressive, powerful, soft, bright, dark, joyful, fast, slow,
generous, mean, poor or rich. The character changes over time and at
different times.
Character is, for me, a synonym of genius loci without the religious /
mystical dimension. It nonetheless feels as if you are engaging with
a being.
Culture is the character of a community.
My use is very different to that of most conservationists who think of
character – of a conservation area for example – as a fixed form, as
objects. This common use is nonsensical, you wouldn’t say that the
character of a person is a sculpture of their face, or their corpse.
Climate
Much of my thinking goes into defining climatic conditions, micro-climates which define propensities for the behaviour of people and plants.
This I am generally driven to do by tempering the external climate.
Conservative space
It is a form of building pattern that aims to limit thermal and acoustic
exchanges with what surrounds. The word comes from Rayner Banham
(1984). It joins the notion of conserving energy and the conservative ideology to which Banham showed of his progressive position and support
for “selective space” and especially “regenerative space”. He was writing
at a time of technical fetishism when energy seemed free and limitless.
Despite the anachronistic ideology implied in relation to energy usage,
the spatial categories are nonetheless very useful.
Culture
I see culture as the character of a society, or community; it is the character of a human group. As with the character of a landscape, it is emergent.
Dialogue
I understand dialogue as an exchange between beings. The media of the
exchange can be of many types, some are virtual – words, images – some
are physical, growth, cutting, behaviours.
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Disturbance – see gestures
“A disturbance is a temporary change in environmental conditions that
causes a pronounced change in an ecosystem. Disturbances often act
quickly and with great effect, to alter the physical structure or arrangement of biotic and abiotic elements. Disturbance can also occur over a
long period of time and can impact the diversity within an ecosystem.”
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disturbance_(ecology))
I have an uncomfortable relation with disturbance in its ecological sense.
It describes how an act, or something else, can alter the ecological processes. In some ways everything and anything disturbs the ecosystem that
it is in, not only the environmental conditions.
To me there is an underlying negativity behind the word that implies
damaging the processes; there is a sense of either slowing down or
interruption. Of course my presence alters processes but this influence is
positive. In the Repository of Stories, the existing processes of interaction
between illustrators and the centre are not disturbed, they are enhanced,
supported, given more space and a method to develop. They are supported in order to take flight.
More fundamentally, the word disturbance implicitly places humans, or
other beings or acts, as external to the ecosystem and the disturbance
as external to the personal or societal. Open Rituals by comparison
integrate the three ecological dimensions, they act as disturbance to the
ecosystem, as a collective activity and personal contemplation through
action. It is this layering that integrates them into culture as well as
genius loci.
An extreme case of disturbance is a cataclysm such as a flood or fire.
Disturbances are not necessarily negative; ecosystems need such processes to reach their maximum diversity. Genetic biodiversity increases
with disturbances as long as they are neither too impactful or often.
Too regular disturbances tend to be negative as the system is not able to
regenerate itself and thus biodiversity eventually decreases.
Resetting, tempering, shifting, synchronising can all be seen as disturbances of moderate strength and are used with care in my practice.
I prefer to use the words gestures, rituals and tweaks.
Diversity
Diversity is one of my key principles. I have always hated the uniformity
of monocultures, the tendency for a group to overly unify, lack relativity
and solidify culture.
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More importantly, I realise that diversity of situations, species, and
connections, is essential for the emergence of diversity of solutions and
outcomes, which forms our resilience to future change.

Enmeshment

Our Western society has a capacity for eclectic forms, eclectic abstractness, but is increasingly monocultural – this is a result of the combination of a centralisation of power in an increasingly small number of
corporations and the explosion of regulations written in a closed way.

I use enmeshment to describe the intensity of relations of a being or
ecosystem to the rest. A high level of enmeshment gives resilience. It
means that each element has many sources for what they need and give
to many. If one element disappears or malfunctions, the system balances
elsewhere; there is redundancy.

Diversity in my experience does not show as much at a distance as it
does when close. Eclecticism of form is the reverse; it screams difference
but hides identical flats within.
I have an affinity with John Cage’s use of the word “multiplicity”, of
expressing the breadth of the field of sounds that are beyond those usually used. But in my case, I do not wish to pick it with “chance operations” I wish the emergence to define them.
Dynamic space
This is the selective space defined by Banham (see conservative space).
It is a space that is a lightly tempered version of the outside, made just
about comfortable, most of the time.
Ecosystem
I use it in its general term as “a community of living organisms in conjunction with the nonliving components of their environment (things like
air, water and mineral soil), interacting as a system. These biotic and abiotic components are regarded as linked together through nutrient cycles
and energy flows.” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecosystem).
Ecosystems are emergent.
Emergence
My understanding of emergence is the evolution of a system – an
ecosystem, culture, a landscape, design or thoughts – it is the change
that occurs from the interaction of the elements and conditions within.
For me life is always emergent. I associate intelligence and agency with
these processes. The emergence of a woodland is its character; it makes
decisions and a form of knowledge is present. Our brains are emergent
and so is culture.

I have found the term “meshwork” in Tim Ingold’s writings (2007, p. 80).
Ingold borrowed it from Lefebvre.

In this sense it joins ecological thinking, for example the practices of permaculture in their principle of “complexity” and “connection” (Mollison,
p. 30).
Enmeshment is not fixed, it constantly evolves. It evolves slowly and
gradually.
There is no point trying to survey enmeshment in its entirety; it is sufficient to be aware of the main links and to act to help the ecosystem to
reinforce links and create new ones, and to be careful not destroy.
Mechanistic thinking is not able to deal with enmeshment because of
its desire to control change and start constantly anew. The main source
of damage to enmeshment is complete rebuilding with a population
removed and a new one installed.
Flows – forces
This use of the word is inspired by Taoist philosophy which sees the
world primarily as flows, constant process of growth and decay, flows in
the landscape. This is in contrast to Greek philosophy’s focus on objects.
The flows that I focus on are those of – my – elements of architecture:
climate, actors and resources. These flows have rhythms.
Framework
The concept of framework I originally encountered in landscape design
with the concept of elements of relative permanence within which
change can evolve without losing coherence and usefulness.
It can also be found expressed obviously in the concept of supports,
buildings where a structural system allows for transformations. Lacaton
Vassal’s projects are excellent examples of this approach.

Abstractness kills emergence by aiming to fix it either into a fixed state or
a predetermined evolution. It is not possible to predict emergence as it
is too complex. It is also undesirable; diversity is an outcome of emergence, both that of biodiversity and that of cultural diversity.

I see all Spatial Instruments as frameworks.

Its common definition is “the process of coming into existence or prominence” (Oxford dictionary). In research it is defined as “a phenomenon
whereby larger entities arise through interactions among smaller or
simpler entities such that the larger entities exhibit properties the smaller
/ simpler entities do not exhibit.” (Wikipedia)

Gestures: open rituals and tweaks
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John Cage brings out another dimension of framework in his concept of
structure, the notion that life is made visible by structure.

I understand gestures in two combined dimensions. One is an act that
leaves a trace, that transforms the situation, the other is the performative
dimension of the act. This performance can be contemplative – a
personal communion with the world – and / or collective.

Improvisatory choreography

Multitasking

My practice choreographs forces, movements in space but in a way that
allows these forces to follow their agency. These forces are allowed to
improvise within the frameworks of setting and rituals.

An essential part of ecosystems, healthy ones, is that each element does
multiple things for multiple other elements – living and inert alike.

This is seen by some as a paradox because the concepts of improvisation
and composition are commonly seen as opposed. Pure improvisation or
composition are virtually impossible; virtually all creativity is a combination of both, for example even a classical symphony will be performed
differently each time.
Improvisatory composition is a balance between the two in favour of
improvisation.
It is the inhabitant that improvises, that performs architecture.

This is one dimension of enmeshment. It is both what supports the resilience and efficacy of each element and the system overall.
As opposed to mechanical systems that simplify relations and tasks of
each element and make them work hard to produce a single element,
ecological systems produce many things. Ecological systems as a whole,
and each of their elements if seen in their entirety of relations are more
productive. Mechanical systems are more productive for a specific
outcome.
Natures

Incipience

My understanding of natures is close to Freya Mathews (2004, 2011).

Incipience is the temporal dimension of propensity, it is the likelihood of
the point in time when something can happen.

A nature is an ecosystem, a situation, that is not overly controlled to
follow an abstract vision; it is thus allowed to have agency, to follow its
own “conativity”.

Its mastery is a capacity when looking at a situation to predict the timing
of events. It is a mastery of rhythms.

Humans are part of a nature until they transform it into “abstractness”.
natures are the opposite of abstractness.

Layering
I use layering in both the physical and chronological sense, and on both
buildings and landscapes.
In the physical sense it is an extension of the ecological concept of
stratification where different layers of an ecosystem host different plants,
and animals. In a forest, for example, there is the floor, herbaceous
layer, shrub layer and tree layer. I also use it horizontally, in the sense of
layering between of biotopes in plan, for example between a field, field
margin, and woodland, or in a building between the street, threshold,
and a market.
In the chronological sense it is the idea that the same space will be
used by different beings at different times, a market use during the day
followed by a cinema at night. Daytime and night-time animals share the
same space but rarely meet.
Layering – both time and space – maximises the usefulness of a piece of
land without creating tension; it intensifies a space and also increases its
enmeshment.

Niche
“In ecology, a niche is a term with a variety of meanings related to the fit
of a species living under specific environmental conditions. The ecological niche describes how an organism or population responds to the
distribution of resources and competitors (for example, by growing when
resources are abundant, and when predators, parasites and pathogens
are scarce) and how it in turn alters those same factors (for example,
limiting access to resources by other organisms, acting as a food source
for predators and a consumer of prey). ‘The type and number of variables
comprising the dimensions of an environmental niche vary from one species to another [and] the relative importance of particular environmental
variables for a species may vary according to the geographic and biotic
contexts’.”
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecological_niche)
Openness

Physical layering works closely with porosity.

In all projects, I often ask myself whether a situation or act, even just
something I say is open or closed enough. Is there enough slack to allow
agency and enough tightness to express or / and support the processes?

Meaningfulness

This is close to John Cage’s concept of “indeterminacy”.

Meaningfulness, as usefulness, describes an abundance of possible
meanings that are not defined. It is created in my work through polysemy
and ambivalence.

Open Patterns

Meaningfulness is not symbolic in the sense that a sign does not mean a
specific thing.

The use of “pattern” started from reading Christopher Alexander’s A
Pattern Language (1977). But I use it to both describe physical typologies
– spatial instruments – and acts – gestures.
The usefulness of the word lies in its association of physical qualities
with living beings’ behaviour. A Nurturing pattern is both a physical
typology, climatic conditions, and a propensity for a type of behaviour.
A gestural pattern, is a physical movement, an effect on the world, and a
personal and social actualisation.
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I add the adjective “open” to indicate that my use is not deterministic;
I believe that this is also Alexander’s view although at times his books
give the opposite impression.

Polycentric

Open Rituals

The value of such arrangements is the choice they give in use and
imagination.

Some nurturing patterns repeat at regular points in time, although not
precisely. These I call rituals. I add the adjective “open” to express that
they are neither entirely set in stone nor timing.
A regularity of occurrence is nonetheless their strength as it is linked to
other rhythms, seasonal, growth, human life. Rituals have a capacity to
synchronise these rhythms, to make them come together so that they are
effective.
Patterns
(see Open Patterns)
Picturesque, the dialectical form
I hesitate to leave this word in this thesis as it has been so debased by
theoretical analyses to render its use dangerous; it is also primarily
associated with questions of aesthetics. Yet I am driven to acknowledge
a lineage to the first person in the West to conceptualise a dialogical
approach to design, a process driven activity. Of course such activities
would have existed before but it is the first attempt to give it prevalence
in the West over abstractness.
Although the word had been used previously in painting to describe the
use of irregularities and conceptualised as an aesthetic category somewhere between the rationality of “the beautiful”, and the fear-inducing
“sublime”, it is at the point of transfer in the landscape design field that it
gains its process-driven nature.
There is no doubt to my mind that the research by painters into the
representation of imperfection and irregularity, and probably the influence of art from the East, led to an appreciation of such qualities in the
landscape.
This aesthetic will jump and develop in the writings of Ruskin, the Arts
and Crafts movement, Olmsted, the writings of William Robinson, the
writing and work of Robert Smithson. Gradually a capacity to value the
aesthetic of accidents and serendipity for the alive quality they posses
compared with the products of abstractness.
Of course the dimensions of environmental and social ecology were
most probably not in the mind of a landowner in the 18th century but he
was nonetheless at the beginning of a Western branch of valuing nature
and its work.
It is also not surprising to me that it happened in England.
Place
Place is synonym to ecosystem for me, both include the knowledge,
the culture or character, both are emergent.

Polycentric dispositions are those where a multiple of centres have
virtually identical strength; there is no primary centre or entrance.

Polyphony
I understand my projects increasingly as polyphonic compositions.
The multiple rhythms are choreographed and together form a piece
with multiple voices.
Polysemy
Many pattens combine to form elements that allude to multiple things,
that can be understood in different ways, that have a propensity for
multiple meanings.
This ambivalence gives a choice of interpretation, and this can change
over time.
Porosity
The definition of porosity between patterns has often been a focus of my
designs. How much sound should go through, how much light, smell,
air, how many people. The design of door and windows, in particular
how they open and close is a focus of budgets.
These are patterns in themselves of course.
(Also see Openness.)
Propensity
I found the word propensity in The Propensity of Things by the sinilogist
and philosopher Francois Jullien (1995). The book analyses the concept
behind the Chinese word Shi, which he presents as one of the essential
concept of Chinese thought and difficult for Westerners to understand as
it is based on a radically different ontology. This concept describes the
propensity of “dispositions”, acts, or beings towards certain types
of outcomes.
The word means “an inclination or natural tendency to behave in a
particular way” (Oxford Dictionary). It is particularly good at describing
not only the potential of situations or beings, but a sense of movement
towards a type of behaviour, as well as an agency of the being or
situation.
There is in propensity a similar sense of likelihood as in probability but
with an internal drive and no sense of a clear outcome. The probability
of something to happen defines what is possible and its likelihood.
The propensity of a situation is open and to be defined.
It is useful to compare this to my – probably approximate – understanding of Bergson’s definitions of possibilities and virtualities. The “possible
is for Bergson a false idea” (Branden, 2016, p. 149). Looking at the possible in a situation is defining a fixed range of outcomes which can be
“realized” as they are conceived; they are abstract notions of the future.
“Virtualities […] do not preexist their coming into being”, “the virtual
exists in a state of potentiality and is […] properly unknowable”.

350 · The Gardener Architect Lexicon

351 · The Gardener Architect Lexicon

Virtualities are “actualised”. Virtualities are essential to living systems,
they “are part of ongoing systems, “vital” and “creative” systems that
are infinitely evolving and temporally accumulating”. There is a creative
transformation that brings forth a specific outcome out of a “field” of
“continuous multiplicity” (Branden, 2016, p. 149-150).
Propensity is a section of the field of virtualities that the emergence of
the situation is moving towards, or could move towards with a relatively
low level of effort. There are more areas of virtualities available but these
require more effort, energy; they are therefore generally less ecological,
less economical, and less empathetic.
John Cage aimed to use the broadest possible range of sounds from
the entire field; I aim to use the propensity part of the field because it is
ecological, efficacious and empathetic.
Props
I use props in the theatre sense of the word as a “thing that is a major
source of support or assistance” to the story; in my case to the actualisation of one’s life. They are often part of rituals. For me props include soft
furnishing, furniture, objects, and tools that are used to reconfigure the
framework. I also call them movables.
Although I rarely design them, I indicate types and sometimes choose
and source them.
Reactive / non-reactive
In improvisation, you can either do something in reaction to what is
happening – reactive – or not – non-reactive.
Referent / non-referent
In improvisation, a movement or phrase can be decided before the performance – referent – or as things happen – non-referent.
Resources
Resources are another of my architectural elements. This subject is
not often discussed in architectural circles, what are the resources of a
project, what is available financially, in kind, what material is on site.
What could be produced by the project in the future.
Most of my success as a practitioner comes from a focus on this dimension of architecture.
Like all other elements, resources are not fixed nor entirely predictable,
yet they have rhythms. They can be used through a choreography of these
rhythms. For example the property market rhythms or those of the growth
of trees for wood production.
Resetting
One of the types of act that can be carried out to a rhythm is to bring it
back to a previous point in the process with a ritual. This regular process,
increases diversity and complexity of ecosystem over time, thus enhancing resilience.
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Rhythms
Rhythms here follow Henri Lefebvre’s definition of things that repeat but
not perfectly. He opposed them to cycles, the scientific form of repetition
that assumes identical repetition (Lefebvre, 2013).
Rhythms are imprecise yet operative. It is necessary to look at rhythms to
work with emergence.
Scale
A key characteristic of patterns, physical a well as behavioural, is their
temporal and spatial scales. How large, how small, how often, they are,
in relation to the living beings and their evolution. Scale defines the
openness of patterns.
The question of scale also appears in the relationship between different
scales of nestedness, of the small houses within a house as village or that
of a meadow in the mosaic of a piece of landscape.
Serendipity
I have always been fascinated by the English word “serendipity”. It seems
to me the essence of the English psyche; a positive approach to personal
development that believes that wherever you start you can progress to
where you are meant to be. It is a less linear and abstract approach to
development as well as an acceptance of a degree of imperfection that
comes from the looseness.
It also includes a dimension of choices being made apparently subjectively but which, through intuition, end up more appropriate, a recognition of an embodied, intuitive, form of knowledge.
I see my practice mode as being primarily of this type. In part trusting
that the situation knows things I don’t, in part that my intuition knows
things that are not yet explicit to me.
Setting
One of the two main categories of open patterns are settings.
They are used to set in motion, they set a situation within which
emergence will occur. They are composed of Spatial Instruments,
Props, and Actors.
Shifting
This is one form of choreographing in an improvisatory way. It is composed of shifting between two rhythms. The best example in my practice
is shifting between the respective rhythms of different properties to create
profit.
Spatial Instruments
The primary setting patterns are Spatial Instruments, physical buildings
or landscape typologies. They include ponds, lawn, bay windows and
multifunctional rooms.
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Synchronising
This improvisatory choreographing action brings rhythms together.
Rituals are a good example of this; the rhythms of seasons, growth of the
meadow, and individuals are synchronised to the hay harvest.
It brings people together to strengthen bonds and do something effectively, and increases the resilience of the ecosystem of an institution.
Tempering / enhancing
Rhythms can also be choreographed by diminishing or enhancing them.
Thermal mass tempers temperature, a glasshouse enhances it.
Textures
With many of my recent projects, there is no definite design, the framework may be designed but what happens within it is uncertain. Yet there
is a sense for the kind of texture that will result. With meadows, the
cutting regime will lead to softer or rougher grassland. With the Repository of Stories, the ephemeral illustrators’ fresco will have a liveliness
created by both the regular renewal and the quality of children’s book
illustrations.
Time-framework

In the last decades the concept has developed of the tipping point as a
human act that is relatively small but with large consequences, and this
can be positive or negative to resilience.
When used positively, the aim is to “enhance resilience” by creating a
dialogue where the “catalytic actions [launch a rhythm of] mutually reinforcing feedback loops”. The dialogue is both actual – species increase
– and symbolic – it inspires society to spread such actions. This dialogue
is “co-adaptive”. Designers have a “role of outside stimulation and facilitation”. (Marten, 2005)
Tipping points are “working most with and least against” the ecosystem
and their communities; “they mobilize nature and natural behaviour to
do the work”; they “use social and ecological diversity [and] social and
ecological memory as” resources. (Marten, 2005)
Tweaking
Tweaking is a type of nurturing that does not happen regularly. It is an
act that occurs in reaction to something in order to guide it towards a
preferred direction.
It is in essence small, punctual, and does not go against the overall
movement of the ecosystem, although it alters specific individuals within.

I originally coined the term to describe in an article the precise timing
of the PRS conferences of this Ph.D. methodology (Guibert, 2015). It is a
chronological framework within which knowledge can emerge collectively. It is composed of the rhythm of conferences, and that of presentations within them. I later understood that this is the common feature of
open rituals, a capacity to synchronise a community to create a time for
the emergence of knowledge. The annual scything of the Meadow has
the same quality.

Usefulness

There is an element of rigidity in all time-frameworks in order to bring
people together efficiently, but there is also sufficient openness within to
allow for emergence.

In Taoism, the void is the most powerful element, as all flow needs a void
to deploy itself.

John Cage’s use of “structure” in his musical composition has a similarity
to time-frameworks.
Tipping points & ecological threshold
Ecosystems evolve gradually most of the time. For example, the primary process of succession sees a piece of ground shift from mineral,
to lichens, moss, grassland, scrub and eventually forest. Yet the shifts
between the states can be sudden, for example the shift between scrub
and forest happens gradually until shade is such that scrub plants
disappear completely. In other words when looked at closely, change is
gradual and then stepped.
These steps are ecological thresholds. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Ecological_threshold). They can be an upward process, an increase in
biomass and/or biodiversity, or a downward process.
Some of these steps are substantial – for example fires or storms. Shifting back in the previous state can be fast but can also be very slow or
impossible. It means that the process is not necessarily linear, you cannot
always go back to a previous state by bringing back the trigger to its
previous state.
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Usefulness is the notion that something has an indeterminate number
of operative uses. Whereas the word functionality defines a number of
possibilities to be realised, usefulness defines “virtualities” in the sense
given by Bergson (Branden, 2016). Usefulness is a field of uses, to be
actualised through creativity.
Void

The void, its agency, is one of the main tools I use. This is more than its
dimensions and shape, it is also its qualities.
It is essential to the practice; owning space has been one of the primary
tools.
Metaphorically, defining environments, voids for the design processes,
has also been essential.
Wu wei
Wu wei is the Taoist principle often translated as “non-action” but that
seems to be closer to “effortless” (Mathews, 2011); I understand it as a
way of acting that goes with the flow, a phrase which incidentally I use
very often. According to Freya Mathews, it has two forms, a “passive and
a “constructive”. The “passive” form I see as the nurturing which is not in
my practice passive but of limited effort. The “constructive” is the setting,
the creative adjustment of a situation.
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References
In this list of references, projects cited in the text are often represented
by books, or other media. Although I do consider that a work of architecture is as valid as a piece of writing, I have here given the details of the
medium through which a representation is easily found. This is because I
have used, and use, these media in order to go back to the architectures
or artworks, whether I had experienced them previously, or not.
In my practice, projects, theoretical texts, history, artworks, all are
used equally. Nonetheless, the experience of the projects is essential to
encounter the inhabitation, to see how places have evolved over time,
and I do go to visit buildings, sometimes regularly, in order to do so.
This is how a dialogue arises with the theory.
I also realise now that there are discrete corners of the world, those that
have been designed anonymously, that have been of as much value to
the research as those that architects have designed. The town of Hastings
on the South coast of England, where the house of our friends Sarah and
Louis is such a place.
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