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Architectural Association, London 20/09/10 ! Brief Diploma Unit 13 2010/11
Unit Master: Oliver J. Domeisen

Technical Consultant: Tristan Simmonds

The Topic
The current renaissance of ornament in contemporary architectural
practice is suffused with misconceptions, misunderstandings and
ignorance. It is against this background of a ‘missed opportunity’ that
once again Dip 13 will produce thoughtful and knowledgeable
languages of architectural ornament for the 21st century. ! Through
a structured design process students will produce an idiosyncratic
ornamental vocabulary that lends a voice to their proposal, which
will speak eloquently about today’s material (technology), visual
(perception) and cultural (meaning) frameworks. !  To achieve this
students will first immerse themselves in the history and theory of
ornament in order to understand its true meaning, its richness and its
powers.  Secondly they will develop ornamental tropes subject to the
realities of contemporary construction methods/building tectonics
and to the opportunities and restrictions provided by the site (central
London), the client (a leading art collector) and the programme of the
building (a private residence). Thirdly they will develop unique methods
of visual communication that do justice to the beauty, intricacy and
precision of their ornamental architecture. ! The unit’s three main
topics are: Ornament , Architecture as artistic practice, Forms of
Representation.

Fredrik Hellberg: Tower of the Folding Stones (4th year; Dip 13 2009/10. Winner Nicolas Pozner Award 2010)
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The Thesis
Each student will produce a thesis that addresses the following
questions:
" Based on its history and theory, how can Ornamental Practice be

re-defined as an architectural metier of the 21st century ?
" What and how should residential architecture communicate

through the use of ornament ?
" What are the Methods of Communication that will enable the

architect to regain relevance within contemporary building
processes as a purveyor of rarefied expertise and knowledge?

Ornamental Contributions by: N.F.Blondel (1770), J.Ruskin (1849), J.A.Bader (1764), L.H.Sullivan (1922), Herzog &
de Meuron (2007)

The Method
History and Theory #  Seminal texts on ornament will be read, discussed and
applied as interpretative tools to the reading of contemporary buildings as part of a
Diploma HTS course (see course booklet: Ornament: Between Virtue and Iniquity). In
addition Dip 13 will invite experts in the field for talks on ornamental topics. Each
student will select a specific strand of ornament-related history and theory, which
they then interpret in the light of contemporary conditions to form the basis of
their project. Dip 13 seeks students with a natural predilection for the written and
spoken word.
Design # In a reversal of traditional design methods students will start at a detail
scale and gradually work towards the scale of a building. Like Mies van der Rohe Dip
13 believes that god (and more importantly the devil) is in the detail. As a re-
envisioning of J. Ward’s Principles of Ornament (1892) each student will a number of
ornamental plates that, put together, will produce Principles of New Ornament.
These plates will constitute a catalogue of materialist, naturalist, geometric and
iconographic iterations of motifs according to standard ornamental types (object,
line, surface etc.). Towards the end of term 1 the ornamental motifs will be translated
to become an inventory of ornamental moments within the evolving building
pertaining to structure, circulation, surfaces, joints, openings and services.
Finally a London home for a private client and his art collection will be designed
using your Principles of New Ornament, by reconfiguring and adapting the now
expanded vocabulary according to contextual factors (construction methods, site).



3

The entire design process will be one of gradual transformation, hybridisation,
metamorphosis and layering; eventually producing a medium-scale building that is
visually, tactually and symbolically rich, eloquent and contemporary.
Drawing # Dip 13 regards the architectural design process as a form of artistic
production, rather than the mere application of technology. The architect is not the
builder of buildings, but the illustrator of ideas for buildings. Consequentially we
encourage the following: $ As the author of artefacts the architect should aim for
unique (recognisable) forms of expression, which distinguish his work from that of
his competitors. The aesthetics of drawings and models should primarily reflect the
architect’s idiosyncratic approach towards a project and not the predictable
aesthetics of existing software packages. $  While a consolidated knowledge of 2D
and 3D digital modelling is absolutely necessary to develop a design, we promote the
experimental hybridisation of various drawing and model-making techniques to
develop an individual form of artistic expression. Former Dip 13 students will be
available for advice and tips while former Dip 13 graduate Alex Kaiser will offer a
media studies course on digital painting and image composition. $  In Dip 13 the
design and construction of a portfolio/project narrative is conducted with the
same degree of care and attention that is bestowed upon the design of the project
itself, especially this year as we explore the confluence of artistic- and architectural
practice.
Technical Studies # The work of Dip 13 is firmly rooted in the material reality of
architecture, therefore the technical and design aspects of the projects form an
indivisible whole. We embrace the possibilities of up-to-date manufacturing- and
construction processes, as well as emerging material possibilities. During term 1
students will select a palette of materials, variations of which will inform all of
their subsequent designs. With the help of Tristan Simmonds (ARUP AGU founding
member, consultant Studio Antony Gormley) students (4th & 5thyear) will develop
customised production processes and material prototypes. These will lend credibility
to the proposal and convey the seductive beauty and tactility of the ornaments’
material reality. Due to their pre-eminent role in the re-emergence of ornament,
methods of digital mass-customisation will be favoured over those of repetitive mass-
production. The unit also has a particular interest in the layering and sequencing of
various manufacturing processes to generate unexpected effects. First and foremost
Dip 13 is interested in the possibilities of scaling digital craft and manufacturing
methods to become viable components within building processes.

Ornamental Prototype by Adam Johnston (5th year. AA Diploma Honours; Dip 13 2008/09)
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The Project
The Site/Client %  In week 1 of term 1 students will choose from a selection of
three available central London sites (10 Lincoln’s Inn Fields; West Meadow - Hampstead
Heath; One Hyde Park). The sites embody three types of dwelling: the country house,
the townhouse and the penthouse. Each student will also individually select an art
collector as their client from a given shortlist. The projects will fulfil the necessary
domestic and representational functions characteristic of an affluent residence. %
Firmly rooted within the architectural tradition of the house as manifesto your
building will become an experimental Gesamtkunstwerk (total work of art). As such it
will test the convergence of art and architecture in terms of techniques, practices
and objects. The Design will also question current tendencies in the top-segment of
the residential market towards ‘McMansions’ and ‘greige’ (grey & beige) neutrality.
Most importantly the projects will reveal new and exciting possibilities for an
architecture, whose primary function it is to house art. Your proposal will reunify
art and architecture through ornament, thus subverting the tyranny of the White
Cube. Your ornamental Grammar will negotiate the obsessive psyche of the collector
with the inherent aesthetic and symbolic qualities of artworks, all within the
context of demanding sites that bring with them their own sets of references and
occasionally a difficult neighbour. Your proposal will be an iconic building that
points towards a stylistic future beyond historicist pastiche or autistic neutrality.
% The research into the chosen site and client (survey) will be conducted in groups,
whereas all design work will be undertaken on an individual basis. The sites are
contentious and challenging – they require interventions that are bold and
innovative rather than obvious and deterministic.
The Proposal %  Students will eventually produce proposals for medium-scale
buildings that are resolved in detail (traditionally the scale of ornament). Proposals
will be drawn to communicate the rationale and effects of the ornamental language.
Section- and plan drawings will only feature if relevant to the ornamental design
(We encourage the trans-scalar potential of ornamental strategies). Due to the
geometric complexity and material concerns characteristic of ornament an affinity
to, and reasonable dexterity in drawing is required.

Alex Kaiser: Whispers of Intricacy (5th year; Dip 13 2007/08. Winner William Glover Bequest 2008)

Output
This year students will produce the following
& Principles of New Ornament: Folio of 20 plates (Illustrations)
& Principles of New Ornament: Bound Hardcover (design process)
& The Total Work of Art: Single (large) framed artwork containing min. 5

details and various views.
& TS Book: Bound hardcover (Technical Studies submission, 5th years only)
& Material Prototype(s)
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Unit Trips
 
 Dip 13 believes that a unit trip should provide first-hand encounters with exemplary
architecture (and decent food). In term 1 we will go on an ornament hunt in
London, we plan to visit the renovation of Chatsworth castle where we will
encounter traditional craft at first hand, and we will visit the rococo jewel
Einsiedeln in Switzerland before delving into a treasure of books on ornament at the
collector Werner Oechslin’s Foundation.  ' In term 2 we will embark on a road trip
across Spain (Madrid, Barcelona and the South) where we will visit historic
masterpieces, such as the Alhambra, as well as Churrigueresque, Gothic and Baroque
rarities; not forgetting the total works of art by Gaudi and Jujol, as well as more
recent work by Herzog & deMeuron or EMBT.

Unit Culture
Dip 13 encourages the exchange of knowledge within the unit. Group sessions, pin-ups
and presentations are therefore as much part of the curriculum as individual
tutorials. ' At the same time we would like to cultivate less predictability and more
recognisably individual student projects in Diploma School. Here the student is very
much the author of his own work, and not the imitator of the unit master’s style. We
actively encourage you to compound, deepen and add to existing skills and interests.

Art is with us that we not perish from truth. (F. Nietzsche)
Dip 13 regards architecture as an artistic discipline. This means that –
like in contemporary painting or sculpture - a meaningful piece of
architecture can only be produced if it is based on a profound
understanding of its historical and cultural context. Environmental
factors and other quantitative parameters, while constituent aspects
of every project (much like static loads or economic variables), on their
own will never produce meaningful architecture, but only buildings.
Beyond the quantitatively optimised skeleton of building lies the
seductive flesh of architecture, subject to qualities such as beauty,
eloquence and tactility. Dip 13 will uncover the discussion of those
qualities by blowing away the modernist smokescreen of functionalism
that has clouded our view for far too long.

left: Alma Wang: Rustication (4th year; Dip 13 2009/10. Winner Howard Colls Studentship 2010)
Right: David Nightingale: Grand Staircase (4th year; Dip 13 2009/10)


