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STATEMENT OF INTENT 
 
“Our detachment from experiential and sensory reality maroons us in theoretical, intellectual, and conceptual realms.”  (Juhani 
Pallasmaa) 
 
Revisiting recently the letter Adam Mitchell and I wrote to Karen Nelson in the spring of 1998, proposing our first studio at the 
BAC, I am struck by how similar the core of our attitude toward teaching and learning at the BAC remains almost twelve years 
later.  In the letter we allude to a number of ideas that seem second nature to us at this point: 
 

• An architecture student will find the greatest value in a setting in which he or she, not the instructor, is asking the 
important questions; 

• We set a framework for the studio, but specifics are developed by the individual participant; 
• We do not assign a ‘one size fits all’ set of drawings and models; 
• We do our best to evaluate students on an individual basis, rather than a comparative basis, understanding the range 

of experience inherent in the makeup of the studio; 
• We try to relate the work of the studio to issues in contemporary practice; 
• We believe the BAC is one of the few institutions that hold education and practice in mutual regard. 

 
Early in that first semester, Karen approached us, concerned that we might not be providing sufficient direction to our students.  
We had not, after all, assigned a building type or program for our students to respond to, opting to allow them to arrive at the 
building type by way of careful and rigorous observation of the city.  After what was probably an unconvincing (to us, at least) 
attempt to explain ourselves, we followed up with this statement: 
 

In the quest for inspiration and material on which to elaborate, we put building function in the bottom half of the list.  
Given the relatively short life that functions have in the life of a building, how could you not?  The studio, at its core, is 
about drawing out of the city in an organic way the issues and qualities, over and above function, that give the built 
environment value.  Saying that function is what gives buildings value, and therefore meaning, is a shortsighted view of 
what we do as architects.  How can one invest so much in something he or she has so little control over?  We are not 
saying that all functions are fungible (there are better or worse fits between a given building and a given function), just 
that as one works, it might be enlightening to consider what might occupy the building twenty-five years down the road.  
One might design differently if he or she did that, encouraging the broader potential of a building.   
 
We would argue that this is a less cynical than optimistic position.  How many of us in professional life have the 
opportunity to work on projects that have inherently interesting programs?  As a means to professional and psychic 
survival we might want to learn to take our inspiration from more compelling, but also meaningful, sources.  To a great 
extent, it’s our hope that, as Kenneth Frampton might argue, bricks and mortar might be sufficient subject matter for 
architects. 

 
At the time, these ideas were little more than hunches, based on observations of and conversations with our own teachers, as 
Adam and I had little experience teaching.  Still, with ample time since then to be questioned and refined, they remain essential 
to our work with students. 
 
We have tried over the years to use the dialogue with our students to refine and sharpen our own positions. That conversation 
starts for us as we write the course description, setting the theme and starting point of the semester.  Our studios are fairly open-
ended, with our holding only a vague notion of where they will end up.  They have become somewhat more structured in their 
pacing and definition of exercises, but we have largely remained true to the ethic of our students’ asking the important questions, 
while we prod occasionally. 
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Developing a critical position is, we think, not only possible, but necessary, to operate effectively and in a principled way in 
practice.  This is an idea we try diligently to convey and instill in our students, as we do so in ourselves.  The BAC affords us the 
opportunity to be deeply engaged in both practice and teaching, to the benefit, we hope, of both. 
 
What follows are three key components of this critical position, which serve in large part as the underpinning of our teaching (and 
practice) activities. 
 
The solitude of architecture* 
Like all disciplines, Architecture has accumulated its own body of knowledge over millennia (albeit with the occasional aberrant 
foray into the strange and hermetic worlds of semiotics and critical theory). The basic skills needed to practice effectively as an 
architect are, in combination, unique, and locate the architect in a society of craftsmen (and –women), if not artists.  Those 
particular skills are: 
 

• Observation of the world as it is: the reality of how things are.  This ranges from physical properties to political forces to 
cultural traditions – nature to culture; 

• Communication of intent: in terms of qualities (of space, surface, and light, for example), strategy (what is the likely 
path of the user or visitor?), and scope (how big, how much?); 

• How buildings are made: the general principles that govern the physics of building and the building’s resistance to the 
forces of entropy. 

 
Architecture’s body of knowledge resides primarily in buildings accumulated in the medium of the city and, secondarily, in 
research and criticism of those buildings and cities.  (Perhaps as a tertiary layer, one might willingly, although with reservation, 
admit biographical research on architects themselves.)  As touchstones for our own work, this body demands respectful, critical 
study.   
 
The production of architecture is not a matter of pure invention: to deny thousands of years of human effort would be ill-advised.  
We cannot learn without the benefit of history.  We are not interested in ‘the new’ for its own sake, but in the service of a broader 
societal benefit.  The unique aspects of the education of an architect are addressed within an ethical context.  As much as it is an 
academic discipline, architecture is also a profession.  Its practices are enacted in the interest of the public, its contracts both 
explicit and implicit.   
 
Architecture cannot, in this sense, be an autonomous, academic discipline, but must be engaged in the contingencies of the 
world. 
 
Talent 
A good friend, a lawyer by training, recently asked me how I might respond to a student who isn’t ‘good’.  I took her question to 
be one of ability or talent, rather than of ethical grounding.  I explained to her that in my mind the learning and practice of 
architecture is less a question of talent than of sincerity.  Maturity is, in most cases, long in developing and late in arriving. 
 
Learning architecture is a shared endeavor.  The teacher and student learn together.  Peter Zumthor, in his essay on teaching, 
aptly states that the teacher asks questions the answers to which he or she does not have already. Architecture, in this view, is 
not something taught, but something learned.  We are all students of architecture, to the occasional frustration of architecture 
students.  In this way, teaching is an act of, and inseparable from, research. 
 
The question of talent, and its extreme expression genius, is one that confronts us often in contemporary practice.  The media 
are prone to celebrating the achievements of individuals.  Like those of Odysseus, Beowulf, and Hamlet, these stories have epic 
qualities.  When told through the singular lens they can be extremely compelling, but are also, in most cases, only half-truths, 
denying not only the long journey of learning of the individual architect, but also the larger group effort that makes any given 
project a reality, and privileging ‘vision’ over implementation. 
 
At its core, architecture is a social endeavor.  (‘Architecture’ here meaning something built, satisfying the biological imperative of 
shelter, and, in the tradition expressed succinctly by Vitruvius, offering firmness, commodity, and delight.  These are universal 
qualities, extending beyond a particular locus or ethnic identity.)  In the complexities of the contemporary scene, it is not possible 
for one person to accomplish a work of architecture, and therefore must be the product of negotiation.  It is fundamentally a work 
of compromise, an attempt to find common ground, imperfect. 
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Making 
We are operating now in a context in which digital media are the primary modes of communication and production.  Graphic 
applications such as Photoshop have become essential elements of the designer’s kit.  The adage that if you cannot model it, it 
cannot be built is less and less true.  It is increasingly possible to model almost anything the human brain can conceive, and for 
those models to become the basis for production of building components.  In this milieu, will restraint come only from economic 
imperatives, or is there an internal governor that we might rely on?  Are we losing a sense of the spatial and tectonic, as we 
spend more energy in graphic delineation? 
 
Architecture is an accumulation of physical facts.  That is, it has a reality that exists beyond the mind.  It is stuff, with all the 
attendant attributes: reflectivity, color, temperature, odor, sound, taste.  It occupies and defines space.  It is constructed, made.  
Design, in the realm of architecture, occurs by analogy, with drawings and models serving as the stand-ins for the life sized 
version.  As the hand is distanced from the making of these analogs, that is, mediated by the opaque container we call the 
computer, it is natural to wonder about what effect this might have on our built environment. 
 
Hand-made drawings and models contain inherent imperfections, which relate directly to the imperfections of building materials 
and the work of building itself.  In working by hand, one develops an awareness of tolerance, scale, and strategy.   
 

• Tolerance: the lead has a thickness that changes as it is used - the eye and hand learn to adjust.  This is similar to the 
forces acting on plywood formwork when concrete is placed.  The computer tends to privilege precision over accuracy. 

• Scale: what is the appropriate level of detail to include in a wall section – at 1:1 (the scale of the computer’s realm) we 
can draw screw heads – at what scale is this appropriately conveyed? 

• Strategy: our hand, eye, and mind, directly inhabit the spaces we are delineating, giving us a sense of dimension and 
procession – is this lost when mediated by the screen? 

 
Building information modeling (BIM) now raises a series of related questions while addressing some of the above directly – those 
of tolerance and scale in particular. 
 
Conclusion 
Ultimately, our hope as teachers is not that our students mimic our positions, but instead will have obtained the critical tools to 
allow them to develop their own.  We emphasize the importance of having, or at least taking, a position.  The world outside of 
architecture school – the world of practice – is one in which the expedient can easily be taken for the correct answer.  It is 
essential that as architects we maintain a compass that urges us to probe, as well as locate, any given ‘solution’ in a broader 
context. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Apologies to Rafael Moneo 


