
 

 

 
 

 

Edinburgh Research Explorer 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Diagramming BS8213

Citation for published version:
Ross, L 2011, 'Diagramming BS8213: Safe Cleaning of Windows', Paper presented at Further Reading
Required: Building Specifications, Contracts and Technical Literature’, ‘Architecture &’ Symposium, The
Bartlett, University College London, London, United Kingdom, 17/02/11 - 17/02/11.

Link:
Link to publication record in Edinburgh Research Explorer

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Publisher Rights Statement:
© Ross, L. (2011). Diagramming BS8213: Safe Cleaning of Windows. Paper presented at Further Reading
Required: Building Specifications, Contracts and Technical Literature’, ‘Architecture &’ Symposium, The Bartlett,
University College London, London, United Kingdom.

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Edinburgh Research Explorer is retained by the author(s)
and / or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and
abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
The University of Edinburgh has made every reasonable effort to ensure that Edinburgh Research Explorer
content complies with UK legislation. If you believe that the public display of this file breaches copyright please
contact openaccess@ed.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.

Download date: 26. May. 2023

https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/en/publications/5dc8c8f5-3f08-4a50-806d-284a86f1f90c


Building SpecificationS, 
contractS and 
technical literature

FURTHERREADING
REQUIRED
furtherREADINGreQuired





17th February 2011, Bartlett School of Architecture
Organized by Tilo Amhoff, Nick Beech & Dr Katie Lloyd Thomas

Building SpecificationS, 
contractS and 
technical literature

FURTHERREADING
REQUIRED
furtherREADINGreQuired



Further Reading Required is the eighth Architecture& seminar held termly at the Bartlett School of Architecture providing opportunities for 
staff and student researchers within the school to initiate research conversations at interdisciplinary crossings. Further Reading Required opens 
a discussion about why we might turn to building specifications, contracts, and technical literature with researchers in architectural history and 
theory, building construction, law, and literature, and with architectural practitioners interested in the effects of working within this framework 
and in finding openings for its subversion.

Further Reading Required asks how we understand the meaning and value of these documents and what approaches we might take in reading 
them. What social, material, and discursive histories are made available through these documents? How might we read them not merely for 
themselves or only for their technical contents, but as historical documents of specific processes, the specification of labour and materials, 
particular social and material relations, technological developments, or concepts of material and matter? To what extent can these documents 
offer openings for research that addresses questions that might otherwise remain underexplored?



Programme

9.00 – 9.15 Registration

9.15 – 9.30 Introduction

9.30 – 10.00 Opening Remarks: Antoine Picon

10.00 – 11.00 Session 1 - Chair: Nick Beech - Contracts I 
  Nick Beech, Linda Clarke, Pinai Sirikiatikul
  
11.00 – 11.20  Tea Break

11.20 – 12.10  Session 2 - Chair: Adrian Forty - Contracts II 
  Anne Bottomley & Nathan Moore, Sarah Wigglesworth

12.10 – 13.00  Session 3 - Chair: Jane Rendell - Technical Literature
  David Cunningham, Adam Sharr

13.00 – 14.00 Lunch Break

14.00 – 15.10 Session 4 - Chair: Tilo Amhoff - Specifications I
  Tilo Amhoff, Adrian Forty, John Gelder
  
15.10 – 15.30 Tea Break

15.30 – 16.40 Session 5 - Chair: Katie Lloyd Thomas - Specifications II
  Katie Lloyd Thomas, Mhairi McVicar, Jane Rendell

16.40 – 16.50 Short Break

16.50 – 17.40 Session 6 - Chair: Adam Sharr - Practices
  David Knight & Finn Williams, Liam Ross, Tatjana Schneider

17.40 – 17.50 Short Break

17.50 – 18.30  Final Discussion

18.30 – 20.30 Bar





Antoine Picon
Harvard University, Graduate School of Design

Building Specifications and Design Strategies: An Introduction

Building specifications and technical literature have been generally used by historians as a source of information regarding the building processes 
and its outcomes. French eighteenth-century “devis” and “details” provide, for instance, detailed description of the nature of materials employed 
by architects and engineers as well as of the operations on the construction site. But these documents are also indicative of various strategies of 
design. From the early Renaissance on, legal notions have been, for instance, instrumental in defining the purpose and object of the architectural 
discipline. Technical documents are inseparable from the way professional competences emerge and develop. Using historical examples, the 
presentation will insist on this strategic dimension. With contemporary developments such as Building Information Models, this dimension is 
more present than ever. 

Antoine Picon is G. Ware Professor of the History of Architecture and Technology at Harvard Graduate School of Design. He is also researcher 
at the École nationale des Ponts et Chaussées in Paris. He has published extensively on the relations of architecture, science and technology. His 
most recent book, Digital Culture in Architecture: An Introduction for the Design Professions (2010), proposes a general reflection on the changes 
brought to architectural theory and practice by the diffusion of the computer.



Linda Clarke
University of Westminster

The Development of Building Labour and the Changing Post-war Employment Contract

This paper examines successive phases of regulation and de-regulation in the British construction industry over the second part of the twentieth 
century, going together with changes in the contract of employment (actual and implied). In contrast to, for instance, the steel industry, the 
British construction industry was up until the Second World War seen as a ‘great example of a time-work industry’, with a uniform wage rate for 
the whole country and a fixed differential between craftsmen and labourers. During the war came, first, agreement between the employers, trade 
unions and government on a guaranteed working week in 1940 and then on payment by results in 1942 in return for annual paid holidays. From 
this point on, the industry underwent a series of radical changes including: the growth of ‘super-firms’, large, state funded industrialised building 
sites and a change in the division of labour. The regulated employment contract went together with a steady building up of social components 
evident in the wage package and improvements in training, including through the setting up of the Construction Industry Training Board. After 
the 1970s in particular, however, the deregulation of employment conditions, associated with the growth of self-employment and the ’lump’, 
became more embedded and the employment contract departs from those of continental countries such as France and Germany. The paper 
explores the reasons for this departure, identifying key moments of change in the formation of labour, and draws out the implications for built 
form.

Linda Clarke is Professor of European Industrial Relations in the Westminster Business School, University of Westminster and Director of 
ProBE, the Centre for the Study of the Production of the Built Environment. She has long experience of comparative research on labour, voca-
tional education, skills, and wage relations in a range of European countries and particular expertise in the construction sector, being also on the 
board of the European Institute for Construction Labour Research (CLR). Her most recent projects are: ‘Bricklaying Qualifications, work and 
VET in Europe,’ an eight-country project completed in December 2010 and, currently, ‘Constructing post-war Britain: building workers’ stories 
1950-70,’ a Leverhulme Trust project with Dr. Christine Wall. She has published extensively, including: Building Capitalism, Routledge.
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Nick Beech
Bartlett School of Architecture

Demolition Figures: The appearance and expression of the topman and mattockman in LCC contracts, 1941–1951

“The Rescue man was not only working on the incident, he became a part of it […] he was the vaguely apprehended shape which suddenly ap-
peared from the surrounding chaos as a human being […]”
London Metropolitan Archive, ‘London County Council, War History of the Architect’s Department’, LCC/AR/WAR/1/29.

Throughout the Second World War, the London County Council (LCC) developed an initially close, and then increasingly formalised relation-
ship with the demolition industry in London—an industry called upon to provide labour for rescue, recovery, and clearance work during and 
after the Blitz. This paper explores how certain ‘figures’ in the demolition industry—the ‘topman’ and the ‘mattockman’—appear in contracts 
throughout this period, and how their activities—of demolition and sorting of the resulting debris—are expressed in those contracts. 

As well as offering insights as to the kinds of activity engaged in by topmen and mattockmen, these contracts show that, after an initial increase 
in number of skilled labourers employed as topmen or mattockmen, an overall replacement of that labour by heavy plant and increasingly spe-
cialised and limited grades of labour.

From this material, two broad propositions are made. Firstly, that the topman and mattockman engaged in historically contingent and unique 
experiences, or understandings, of architecture. Secondly, that the contracts in which these understandings of architecture appear and are ex-
pressed, are at the same time the very means by which those figures were replaced, resulting in their gradual disappearance.

Nick Beech teaches architectural history and theory at the Bartlett, UCL, at University of Westminster, and at Oxford Brookes University. Nick 
recently submitted his doctoral thesis ‘Constructing Everyday Life: An architectural history of the South Bank in production, 1948–1951’. His 
research concerns the history and critique of architecture in production (in building or construction) in the post-war period. He is a member of 
the Advisory Group for the Centre for the Study of the Production of the Built Environment (PrOBE), University of Westminster.

Pinai Sirikiatikul
Bartlett School of Architecture

Terracotta Actions: Alfred Waterhouse’s intervention in the contracting process at the Natural History Museum

This paper is developed from part of my doctoral research, ‘Constructional Theory in Britain, 1870s–1930s.’ The research question is how 
‘practice’, a domain customarily regarded as non-theoretical, can inform the theoretical context of an architectural work, without necessarily 
dealing with ‘theories’ known to architects. The paper looks at the practice of one architect, Alfred Waterhouse, and his work on the Natural 
History Museum, London. Given the constraints under which architects in late nineteenth-century Britain worked—contracting in gross—
none adjusted themselves better to changes in labour relations than Waterhouse, as made evident in his use of terracotta. The paper explores 
in particular the ways in which Waterhouse intervened in the contracting process, by adopting a nominated sub-contractor to tender for the 
production of terracotta for the Museum. The aims of this paper are, firstly, to show how Waterhouse used the material terracotta to involve the 
architect more closely in the control over the finish of the building than was otherwise possible, and secondly, in a more general sense, to throw 
light on Waterhouse’s theoretical position from his terracotta practice. The paper draws on correspondence related to the building of the Natural 
History Museum, such as building contracts, specifications, and schedules of price, and on first-hand analysis of the architecture to articulate 
Waterhouse’s critical practice as a distinctive theoretical stance in late nineteenth-century British architecture. The findings reported here may 
help us to clarify the general issue of whether ‘theory’ is separate from ‘practice’ or part of it.

Pinai Sirikiatikul studied architecture at Silpakorn University, Bangkok. He is currently engaged in doctoral research in architectural history at 
the Bartlett, UCL, funded by the Royal Thai Government.



Anne Bottomley & Nathan Moore
Bottomley: University of Kent  /  Moore: Birkbeck

Visualising Contract(s) and Virtual Building(s)

What is a building?  This paper offers a partial response to this question by considering how a building functions as a network point, or node, for 
a range of activities, practices, and uses.  In particular, we focus upon how contractual relations facilitate the transfer of rights and obligations in 
regard to buildings.  However, we do not approach these (legal) relations as something external or separable, but regard them as ‘built into’ the 
fabric of the building itself.  Consequently, it becomes necessary to consider any building as a complex assemblage of not just the materials from 
which it is fashioned, but also the rights and obligations that the materials (and their forms) are worked into.  However, it is not our argument 
that we should consider the legal regime as offering a greater truth about building, but rather we use the instance of contract law to show that a 
building cannot be reduced to its material being, neither can it be framed as providing a simple support or enclosure for activities taking place in 
and around it.  Bringing contract (law) into a mutually constituting relationship with building(s), highlights the virtual life of the latter.

This paper will also consider how building impacts upon contract: the law cannot be thought of as a closed or preformed practice, rather it is de-
veloped and modulated by its encounter with building(s).  In a more technical mode, we will use the UNEX and Highsett developments in Hills 
Road, Cambridge, to show how contract (law) is mutated by the requirements of both construction and use, making a strict division between 
contract (law) and property (law) untenable.

Nathan Moore lectures in contract law at Birkbeck College, School of Law.  He holds a PhD, written on Deleuze and property, and recently 
completed an MA in architectural history at The Bartlett.  He has published articles in law journals relating to Deleuze, cinema, literature, control 
and urban space, and is currently completing a book, with Anne Bottomley, entitled City, Cinema, Control.

Anne Bottomley is a Reader (in Property and Law) at Kent Law School, University of Kent, lecturing in property and trusts. She has recently 
designed an undergraduate course entitled ‘Architectures of law and the built environment’. She is currently completing, with Nathan Moore, 
a book entitled City, Cinema, Control and working on a research project on the design and use of co-operatives and mutuals, especially as now 
promoted for their potential in contributing to ‘the big society’. 
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Sarah Wigglesworth
Sarah Wigglesworth Architects

The Good, the Bad and the Ugly: Three Design & Build contracts and their effects on construction outcomes

The replacement of traditional forms of contract by D&B versions as the contract of choice in public works has been designed to shift ‘risk’ 
from the employer to the contractor while securing cost certainty for the client. In this scenario, the quality of the design is secured through 
documents entitled “employer’s requirements” prepared usually at stage E. The architect is employed by the contractor, effectively becoming a 
subcontractor in the main contract, with little power to influence the building’s characteristics. As a consequence the contractor has full control 
over the budget, making design decisions that ensure his profit margins are maintained. If this is at the expense of materials, construction quality 
and detailing, this is considered acceptable because prices have to be maintained at all cost. The classic time-quality-money balance here shifts 
power away from the commissioner of the building and places it in the hands of commerce. 

While it might be thought that, this form of contract does not produce good buildings, the outcomes are not necessarily predictable and de-
pend on many “soft” factors coming into play. This presentation will consider three projects that have been carried out by Sarah Wigglesworth 
Architects under the D&B form of contract. It will illustrate how, within compass of the D&B form, three very different outcomes came about, 
and will conclude by showing that in practice, a contract depends mainly on the dynamic in the teams involved rather than the letter of the 
contractual framework.  

Sarah Wigglesworth heads her own practice based in London. The practice is interested in designing sustainable environments and in working 
with clients and users to make everyday worlds extraordinary. Its best known project is 9/10 Stock Orchard Street, an exploration of sustainable 
urban live/work which won the RIBA’s Sustainability Award in 2004. The practice works principally in the public sector, specializing in educa-
tion, cultural and community projects. Sarah is also Professor of Architecture at the University of Sheffield where she established the PhD by 
Design. She writes and lectures extensively. In 2003 she was awarded an MBE for services to architecture and appointed a CABE Commissioner 
in 2010.



David Cunningham
University of Westminster

Invisible Literatures: Ballard, Brutalism and the Prose of the World

In various of his writings and interviews, the late J.G. Ballard refers to his use of what he calls ‘invisible literatures’ within his writings (often via 
direct incorporation) - as he lists them, the sociolects of ‘scientific journals, technical manuals, pharmaceutical company brochures, think-tank 
internal documents, PR company position papers’, ‘faxes and electronic mail’, ‘sinister bureaucratic memos and medicalese’. In this paper I want 
to consider Ballard’s distinctive utilisation of such ‘non-literary’ texts within his novels, and – given his growing presence within contemporary 
architectural discourse – to explore its parallels with the practices of his contemporaries in Pop Art and New Brutalism. At the same time, I argue 
that such parallels suggest some interesting questions regarding the problematic ‘aesthetic’ character of modern architecture and of the novel in 
general, which might be related to the issue of how forms of art engage what Hegel termed a distinctively modern ‘prose of the world’, for which 
the technical document is exemplary.

David Cunningham is Deputy Director of the Institute for Modern and Contemporary Culture at the University of Westminster, and an editor 
of the journal Radical Philosophy. His publications include the co-edited book Adorno and Literature, a co-edited special edition of The Journal 
of Architecture on post-war avant-garde movements, and various essays on modernism, aesthetics, architecture and urban theory. He is currently 
writing books on the dynamics of modernism and on the concept of the metropolis.
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Adam Sharr    
University of Newcastle

The Epistemology of CI/SfB

The philosophically-trained librarian Melvil Dewey – inventor in 1876 of the famous Dewey Decimal system – knew that any library system 
classifies knowledge and therefore describes an epistemology. This paper reviews the epistemology of the architectural library system CI/Sf B. 
CI/Sf B was adopted in 1968 as the standard classification for architectural knowledge in Britain, at a time when most architects worked for the 
state in local authority offices. CI stands for ‘Construction Index’ and ‘Sf B’ stands for ‘Samarbetskomittén för Byggandsfraågor’, reflecting the 
system’s Swedish origins. This paper argues that the epistemology of CI/Sf B outlines the values of a distinctive British architectural culture in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s.

Echoing the ideas of Leslie Martin and the early work of the Centre for Land Use and Built Form Studies at Cambridge – which represented 
the dominant academic discourse in British architecture at the time – CI/Sf B implies that there is a singular architectural knowledge 
consisting of data about the ideal geometries of building types (following Durand), about climatic and environmental performance, structural 
strategies, functional efficiencies and anthropometric and sociological rules. Matters philosophical and theoretical are peripheral here and their 
classification under CI/Sf B remains ambiguous.

While the minutiae of CI/Sf B might at first appear achingly dull, they provide an insight into a distinctive historical architectural culture. 
Although many architects rejected this epistemology decades ago, its values remain pervasive in the British construction industry. It also remains 
of interest at a time when scientific forces are resurgent in government funding, public perception and architectural research.

Adam Sharr is Professor of Architecture at Newcastle University, Editor of arq: Architectural Research Quartertly (with Richard Weston) 
and Series Editor of Thinkers for Architects, published by Routledge. His next book – co-written with Stephen Thornton (Politics, Cardiff 
University) – is about how Leslie Martin’s 1965 plan to rebuild Whitehall epitomizes Harold Wilson’s rhetoric about the ‘white heat’ of 
technology.



Tilo Amhoff
University of Brighton

No room for imagination: Building specifications in mid 19th century England

According to the writers of mid 19th century practical guides for professional architectural practice, building specifications in England were 
intended to describe and define the characteristics of the materials to be employed and the nature of the work to be executed. This presenta-
tion provides a close reading of the model specifications from two guides published in 1841 – Alfred Bartholomew’s Specifications for Practical 
Architecture and Thomas Larkins Walker’s An Essay on Architectural Practice – both intended as guides for good practice. It was their ambition to 
provide specifications that would not allow the workmen “to exercise their imagination,” but at the same time, would ensure that they executed 
the work in “the most workmanlike manner,” - seemingly conflicting messages.

This paper investigates the methods of the published building specifications, drawing our attention to some of their predicaments. On the one 
hand the specifications were expected to be clear and simple; on the other hand they needed to be comprehensive. While the first required the 
reduction of technical expressions the second required the inclusion or exclusion of every possible detail. It also searches for evidence of an 
adaptation of architectural practice to contracting in gross in the written specifications. The model specifications will therefore be compared 
with earlier particulars from the 1784 contract for John Soane’s Tendering Hall. While it has been argued that architects used the new contract-
ing system to construct their authority, or to establish a social status as a profession, it will be suggested here that architects were making a virtue 
out of necessity.

Tilo Amhoff studied architecture at the Bauhaus-University, the University of Applied Arts Vienna, and Virginia Tech University. He received an 
MSc in Architectural History from the Bartlett with a thesis on the development of nineteenth century contractual documents in England. Tilo 
Amhoff is currently a Lecturer in Architecture History and Theory at the University of Brighton and a PhD candidate at the Bartlett. His PhD 
research looks at the notion of the plan in late 19th and early 20th century Germany; from the town plan to the plan economy. He is a founder 
member of Netzwerk Architekturwissenschaft.
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John Gelder 
RIBA Enterprises

The structure of the contract specification – past, present and future (with particular reference to the state of the design)

Alongside recent developments in standardisation, developments in information technology have progressively freed up the scope and structure 
of contract specifications (and associated contract documents) over the centuries. We will illustrate this evolution by looking at contract specifi-
cations from ancient Greece to present-day Britain, concluding with a look at the future, as embodied in the forthcoming ‘next generation’ NBS.
Early specifications included material which we would now locate in separate documents – the specification itself, contracts, bills of quantities, 
standards, regulations, and the drawings. This dis-integration of the project description is set to come full circle with the advent of building 
information modelling (BIM), in which all of these aspects of the description are (potentially) recombined. Another change is the number of 
copies of the specification – we have shifted from producing just a couple to perhaps hundreds on a large project, but with BIM we might return 
to providing just one! One change which hasn’t happened yet is the production of different versions of the specification for different audiences – 
for all of history only one version of the project specification was ever produced. BIM is set to change that, too. 

We will examine how the incomplete state of design is dealt with in the ‘next generation’ NBS, compared with how it has been dealt with in the 
past and at present. In essence, deferred design has shifted from being implicit in the documents to being explicit, as building technology has 
shifted from the traditional to the industrial, and as designers have drifted ever further apart from the construction team. BIM will allow this 
aspect of specification to be managed in an unprecedented fashion.

John is an architect registered in the UK and Australia. He graduated in 1978. In 1992 he joined Sydney-based NATSPEC as chief editor. He has 
been with NBS in Newcastle since 2000, as NBS Content development manager. In Australia John helped establish the award-winning RAIA/
BDP Environmental Design Guide. He wrote Specifying architecture – a guide to professional practice, published in 2001, for which he began his 
historical research. He ran the Certificate in Architectural Practice at Newcastle University for 7 years. Since 2004 he has been working on pro-
posals for the ‘next generation’ NBS, which were approved by the RIBAE Board in late 2008. Since then he has been working on implementing 
this major project.

Adrian Forty 
Bartlett School of Architecture

Beyond Words

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the difficulties of providing written descriptions of building processes sufficiently precisely to 
form a legal contract seemed so insuperable that many believed it to be impossible.  Yet during the course of the nineteenth century building 
specifications developed and became a normal and accepted part of building contracts.  One construction process - concrete - has, however, 
remained peculiarly resistant to satisfactory specification.  The inherent imperfection of concrete thwarts almost all attempts at meaningful 
specification.  During the 1950s and 1960s, the increased use of in-situ concrete led to elaborate attempts to write effective specifications, most 
of them doomed to fail, leaving the visible evidence of the sample test wall the only effective measure by which to measure the standard of in-
situ concrete work. This paper concentrates upon the expansion of the concrete clauses in the specifications of LCC Architects Department at 
the time of the building of the South Bank Arts Complex.  These clauses, which became far more detailed than those of any other section of the 
specification, turned into treatises on the art of construction in concrete - yet were always hampered by the difficulty of defining what margin of 
imperfection was acceptable.

Adrian Forty is Professor of Architectural History at The Bartlett School of Architecture, UCL, and President of the European Architectural His-
tory Network.  He has written about design (Objects of Desire, 1986), and widely on architecture.  His book Words and Buildings, A Vocabulary 
of Modern Architecture (2000) is about the relationship modern architecture had with verbal language - suspicious, but at the same time creating 
a new vocabulary to talk about architecture. With Suzanne Kuechler he edited The Art of Forgetting (1999) and with Elisabetta Andreoli Brazil’s 
Modern Architecture (2004). He has just completed a book on concrete and culture.



Jane Rendell 
Bartlett School of Architecture

Transitional Space

This three-part presentation entitled Transitional Space begins with a reading of a site-writing Confessional Construction (2002), followed by a dis-
cussion of the conceptual framework in which this work is situated, ending with a sketch of an ongoing site-writing project May Mourn (2010). 
Confessional Construction is a text-based installation, which critiques the binary division concerning ‘voice’ in architectural texts, between those 
considered to be objective – such as architectural specifications, and those considered to be subjective – such as autobiographical prose. In-
stalled on an exterior wall next to a window, a space we might describe as ‘transitional’ – between interior and exterior – following psychoanalyst 
D.W. Winnicott, Confessional Construction comprises a confession, a series of critical reflections on what it means to confess, and a sequence of 
footnotes consisting of architectural specifications concerning the detailing of windows and doors, the text is read against the grain to highlight 
language’s role in constructing as well as reflecting meaning. The presentation ends with a brief description of May Mourn, an ongoing work, 
which investigates the social condenser, and the passage of this transitional space from Ginsberg and Milinis’s Narkomfin Communal House 
(1928-9) in Moscow, to Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habitation (1947-1952) in Marseilles to the LCC Architects Department’s Alton East Estate 
(1952-1955) in London. A three-voiced performative installation composed of texts taken from the specifications of these three architectures 
is envisaged where the language slips from Russian, to French and finally to English, and where some meanings are lost but others newly con-
structed through translation. 

Professor Jane Rendell is Vice Dean of Research at the Bartlett, UCL. She is author of Site-Writing (2010), Art and Architecture (2006), The 
Pursuit of Pleasure (2002) and co-editor of Pattern (2007), Critical Architecture (2007), Spatial Imagination (2005), The Unknown City (2001), 
Intersections (2000), Gender, Space, Architecture (1999) and Strangely Familiar (1995). Her talks/texts have been commissioned by artists such as 
Daniel Arsham and Bik Van Der Pol, and galleries like the Hayward, the Serpentine, the Tate and the Whitechapel. She is on the editorial board 
of arq: Architectural Research Quarterly, The Happy Hypocrite, The Issues and Journal of Visual Culture in Britain.
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Mhairi McVicar
Welsh School of Architecture

Specifying Intent: Precision and Ambiguity at the Museum of Childhood

In a 2009 interview with the author, architect Peter St John defined a good architect as one who makes fewer compromises and highlighted pre-
cise instructions as imperative in achieving this. An architectural project, St John stated, “is far more likely to work well if you put an enormous 
effort into defining what you want, to achieve quality.”

In the professionalized, multilayered and specialized context of the architectural profession in the UK, the written specification has indeed 
emerged over the last one hundred and fifty years as an instrument which attempts to define and translate the ambiguity of poetic intentions into 
a precise language accessible to those who construct the work.  Regulatory and advisory bodies advise that the specification must be confined to 
an unambiguous technical language providing, above all else, certainty, necessarily devoid of poetic content. Yet the ability of the specification 
to unambiguously describe all intentions has been under debate since the mid nineteenth century. Even allowing for the explosive growth of the 
written specification in the last century, achieving a precise translation of conceptual intentions remains elusive.  

This presentation examines the specification of a mortar joint on the façade of Caruso St John Architect’s 2006 entrance addition to the Museum 
of Childhood, revealing the means by which poetic intentions are embedded within the precise specification of a joint. ‘Defining what you want’ 
can only be partially described by quantitative measures: the ambiguity of poetic description, inescapably embedded within the most prosaic of 
technical language, may bring us closer to the intention.

Mhairi McVicar is a Lecturer at the Welsh School of Architecture, Cardiff University, and a principal of Collaborative Design Studio (www.
cdstudio.co.uk), following practice as an architect in Chicago, USA. Her previous publications researching precision in architectural practice 
include ‘Contested Fields: Perfection and compromise at Caruso St John’s Museum of Childhood’ in Architecture and Field/Work, ed. Suzanne 
Ewing et al. (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2010), ‘Passion and Control: Lewerentz and a mortar joint’ in Quality Out of Control, ed. Dutoit et al. 
(Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2010), and ‘Memory and Progress: confessions in a flagstone wall’ in arq: Architectural Research Quarterly, 11, 3-4, 
(2007).

Katie Lloyd Thomas
Newcastle University

‘Of Their Several Kinds’: Concepts of materials in the specification

Although a distinction that is rarely made, architectural theory, like philosophy tends to concern itself with matter rather than with materials.  
This problem is approached in my work through close readings of some specifications from the 18th century to the present day.  They reveal a 
variety of very different forms of description of materials which are not reducible to each other and are a starting point for concepts of materials.  
Some ‘forms of clause’ simply name the material (geographical source, species, brand).  The use of the ‘process-based clause’ peaked in the 
1960s.  It gives detailed accounts of how the material is to be worked during construction, in contrast to the ‘performance clause’ in widespread 
use today, which describes the materials by quantifying its behaviours in the finished building.  These forms of clause, I argue, do not simply 
represent materials differently, they are constitutive.  They alter what it is possible to do with a material in building and how it can be mobilised, 
and as such give rise to a variety of concepts of materials.  What are the implications of turning to an industry-based document for a theory of 
materials and what might motivate such a move?

Dr Katie Lloyd Thomas is a lecturer in architecture at Newcastle University. She recently completed her PhD thesis ‘Building Materials: 
Conceptualising Materials via the Architectural Specification’ at the CRMEP and articles on this subject have appeared in Radical Philosophy 
(2007), arq: Architectural Research Quarterly (2004) and From Models to Drawings (2007) with a forthcoming chapter for Around and About 
Stock Orchard Street (2011) exploring alternatives to its use. She edited Material Matters: Architecture and Material Practice (2007) and is a 
founder member of the feminist art/architecture practice taking place who are currently installing a series of artworks in the new mother and 
baby unit at Homerton Hospital, Hackney.



Liam Ross
University of Edinburgh

Compliant Architecture: Diagramming BS 8213 ‘Design for safe cleaning of windows’

British Standard 8213 regulates the design of windows, doors and roof lights in order to limit our exposure to risks associated with their use – 
entrapment, collisions and falls from height.  Drawing upon a range of anthropometric data, the document specifies standard sizes for glazed 
lights that ensure both faces can be reached from within by 95% of the UK’s adult population, limiting the height of all domestic windows to a 
maximum of 1.8m.

We understand standards such as BS8213 as an apparatus of government – standards and regulations posit specific freedoms for the popula-
tion, by establishing standards that negate threats to those freedoms – that employs the built environment as a bio-political device.  Though we 
recognise this as a threat to the open potency of architecture, the common-place critique of this apparatus – that it stifles our creative freedom 
– demonstrates the degree to which we are caught within it; to understand ourselves as subject to a trading of liberties – between creativity and 
safety – is to be captivated by the liberal govern-mentality.  

The project presented – Compliant Architecture: Diagramming BS8213 – suspends a critique of regulation in favour of a careful study of its 
implications.  Drawing out the standards imposed, they are seen to reveal something of the potency of building – the materiality of risk – in the 
process of limiting it.  The project presents a series of studies that enjoy the communicativity of regulatory limits, indexing the open potential of 
building precisely in its being withheld.

Liam Ross is a registered architect with experience of practice in Edinburgh, London and New York, on projects in the UK, USA, Russia and 
UAE. He is a Lecturer in Architectural Design at the University of Edinburgh, and an editorial board member of ‘Architecture &’ Journal, 
contributing regular journalistic pieces to online and print magazines.  Liam’s current research focus – Compliant Architecture – is a teaching, 
research and design project through which he conducts text-based and design-research into the emergence, implications and architectural poten-
tial of regulatory frameworks, looking beyond their instrumentality to the material phenomena they index.
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Tatjana Schneider
University of Sheffield

Transforming rules and regulations: A research project

Rules, guidelines, recommendations, regulations and laws govern architecture. There are internal rules about who is allowed to call him/herself 
an architect, rules that determine how to work as an architect, regulations about how form and plans are produced and other guidelines and laws 
about which use is and is not allowed in a certain space. And there are external rules to do with architecture as product, investment and object 
of value. Rules are commonly seen as restrictive and limiting, but what would happen if we were to see this plethora of don’ts as the ground for 
experimentation and imagination? Based on findings and observations made as part of the work on Spatial Agency, this short presentation will 
be looking at how to work with but also how to subvert regulations that govern architecture through a discussion of the objectives and ambitions 
of a proposed research project – a project which aims to make visible the structure against which a socially engaged critical practice is often set 
both with reference to pedagogy and practice.

Tatjana Schneider is a lecturer at the University of Sheffield School of Architecture where she teaches design studio, history and theory. She 
worked in architectural practice in Germany and the UK, and has taught, lectured and published widely (including Flexible Housing with Jeremy 
Till) and was a founder member of the workers cooperative G.L.A.S. (Glasgow Letters on Architecture and Space). Her work focuses on the 
production and political economy of the built environment. Current work includes a research project on Spatial Agency (with Jeremy Till and 
Nishat Awan, Routledge 2011).

David Knight & Finn Williams
Knight: Royal College of Art  / Williams: Common Office

SUB-PLAN: Working with Permitted Development

Though apparently at the humble end of the planning system, recent changes to Permitted Development rights are a treasure trove of archi-
tectural potential. The new breed of lean-tos, loft conversions, sheds and summerhouses they allow could have far-reaching and surprising conse-
quences for UK towns and countryside, particularly in the context of the coalition government’s localism agenda and a general state withdrawal 
from public services. 

Finn Williams and David Knight have produced a number of projects which explore, exploit, and communicate the new rules of Permitted 
Development. SUB-PLAN: A Guide to Permitted Development is a handbook for householders to exploit semantic grey areas and legislative 
loopholes, published in 2009. It has been followed by speculative projects at an urban scale (published in l’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui #378) and 
buildingrights.org, a platform for sharing expertise in navigating our collective right to build. Williams and Knight will present these projects 
with a particular focus on the architectural opportunities of creative engagement with rule structures.

Finn Williams is an architect-turned-planner based in London. He worked for Rem Koolhaas in Rotterdam and General Public Agency before 
setting up Common Office, an independent practice working with planning, politics, and the built environment. Finn is a critic at architecture 
schools throughout London, gives talks across Europe, and contributes to a number of international publications. Finn sits on the Tower Ham-
lets Design Review Panel and is a trustee of the Friends of Arnold Circus. He is also an Urban Designer for Croydon Council. 
www.commonoffice.co.uk

David Knight is an independent designer and a researcher at the Royal College of Art. His projects about the contemporary built environment 
have been published and presented internationally, including at the Architecture Foundation (London), Barbican Art Gallery (London) and the 
Berlage Institute (Rotterdam). David teaches architecture at Kingston University, where his postgraduate unit was selected by the AR as one of 
the top ten in London, and is a senior lecturer at the University of East London. 
www.dk-cm.com
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