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“Decoration: baubles, charming
entertainment for a savage.”

- Le Corbusier, In Decorative Arts of Today, 1925
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Introduction

The research will focus on the interdependence between ornament and labour and
its role in creating meaningful architecture. In other words, how this relationship is key to
creating beautiful, thoughtful designs.

We will look at the underlying causes behind the disappearance of the ornament, as well
as studying the reasons for its enduring appeal. We will argue that the ornament is essen-
tial in creating much-needed delight in architecture, and that the role of labour in allowing
it to take shape is as crucial as it is under-estimated.

Indeed, all ideas are dependent on tools to realize them and there can be no

ornament without the human labour to produce and assemble it. This simple point isn’t
recognized enough. | will argue that a focus on the aesthetic implications of the ornament
may have eclipsed the macro-trends that are leading to the high cost and scarcity of
skilled labour in construction, especially craftsmen’. Ultimately, this is the greatest obsta-
cle to a return of this design facet.

At heart, the research is about placing the human back at the centre of architecture.
Firstly through considerate design that uses ornament as a vehicle for empathy in an alien-
ating world, allowing spaces to be understood, appreciated and mirror the

societies that create them. On the other, through policies that allow for a thriving, skilled
labour force to implement such designs.

We find ourselves in a unique situation where the designer is free from all aesthetic canons,
the design tools at his or her disposal are more varied than ever, and the range of potential
materials and products has never been greater.

Yet, paradoxically, we witness an astounding uniformity of aesthetics in the built
environment.

| will argue that finding solutions to the twin labour and ornament crisis is key to breaking
this uniformity. The ambient minimalism risks being reinforced by sustainability concerns,
economic imperatives and the use of standardized digital tools.

The vulgarisation and misuse of the ornamental design tool, a lack of hierarchy and
knowledge in contemporary ornaments and the disappearance of the craftsman have
arguably caused the ornamental crisis of today?.

Furthermore, the imperatives of sustainability (suggesting an overarching concern for
efficiency) could further limit the return of the ornament, too often seen as superfluous. It
appears that all these phenomena are converging to eradicate it at the moment when we
need it the most.

This research considers the ornament through the lens of labour too, rather than focusing
on mainly aesthetic concerns, arguing for the central role of craftsmen and builders in
making meaningful ornamentation a reality.

"For instance, there is a
deficit of 350’000 workers
in the building industry

in the UK per year (The
Home Building Insitute,
Construction Labor
Market Report, 2023)

2 Picon, Antoine.
Ornament: the Politics
of Architecture and
Subjectivity. 2013. John
Wiley and Sons, London.



WHAT PROBLEMS ARE WE TRYING TO TACKLE?
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This Research Plan is centered around two interlinked “solution spaces”: the first one
merges structure and ornament, while the second merges the designer and the produc-
er. All these facets are interlinked, but considering them individually and then as a whole
helps define their characteristics. | am taking the view that reinventing the
designer-producer relationship could not only be fruitul of itself but also help bring new

approaches for the structure-ornament division.




Research Question

Could the reinvention of the designer - craftsman relationship lead to more
meaningful forms of expression in architecture?

Secondary questions:
1. Could a desirable form of expression make a strong return in architecture?
2. What is the space for humans in design in a time of rising non-human actors?

3. How can emerging production tools create a thriving labor force and expressive archi-
tecture?

Objectives and Relevance

The goal will be to define and study these twin negotiation spaces we have men-
tioned: between ornament and structure, and between designer and producer.

The relevance of such intersections will be studied and a speculative framework for
the resulting architectural output will be formulated.

The aim is to define the contours of the new relationship between these actors.

This will then help determine the areas of research on site and the fields of interest
for the following graduation project. On a certain level, it also relevant to my future
practice because in its own limited scope, it seeks answers to some of the most im-
portant questions of our profession.

Left, illustrations of weaving from Gottfried Semper’s Der Stil (1860).
Right, the patterns created by the clay 3D printer on the TOVA
project (2022)



Research Mapping
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Actors

The main actors in this research on the ornament are certainly the Designer, the Crafts-
man and the Matter. To these, one should also the Public and the Computer.

Together, they represent the driving forces of this debate around the ornament, especial-
ly in more recent times: indeed, the disappearance of the craftsman, and the new role

of the computer as a designer are two of the great unknowns in the present ornamental
age.

The protagonists of the built environment are shifting.

Indeed, the designer, the craftsman and the material used to be the basis of the design
negotiation. Creation was a diplomatic space. The disappearance of the craftsman and
mass customization have created a new situation, bypassing the craftsman’s role as a
mediator between the designer and the material. As a tool for efficiency, the computer
is an improvement; but perhaps some of architecture’s appeal resides in this vanishing
negotiation space.

The question of whose role this research supports is a difficult. While focusing extensively
on labor, it is primarily concerned with the role of the architect in this shifting landscape.
Partially because it is the author’s trade but also because the profession of architecture is
in crisis, almost as much as the one of craftsman.

Below, one can find a diagram defining the “negotiation space” that is studied.
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Theoretical Framework

The research establishes an ecosystem of actors and trends shaping the sector and
fuelling its changes. In order to do so, it relies on a varied body of work forming a crucial
theoretical framework.

“Canonical” sources are consulted, as well as the latest research, reflecting the impor-
tance of the questions asked as well as their current relevance.

Indeed, the research goes back to John Ruskin and Gottfried Semper, both of them argu-

ing for the importance of the ornament. Ruskin argues that “ornamentation is the princi-
pal part of architecture”. At the same time, Semper shares this view while advocating
for a merging of the ornament and the structure. Indeed, when he writes: “We might see
the pen — the fence of interwoven and tied sticks and branches — as the earliest partition
produced by the hand”®, Semper insists on the indissociable nature of both. It is also a
way to relate expression with materiality and to underline the instinctive need for some

form of decoration. Both these positions deal with a form of semiotics, or the ornament as

a communication tool, using signs, under all their forms, to stimulate a response from the
user.

To this one must add notions of phenomenology, as expression is central to the debate:
Cook’s book, Primer, is crucial in this respect as he delves into the psychological con-
notations of all the building elements and their variations, all in “a state of total integrity”®
where structure and ornament are a whole. Juhani Pallasmaa’s Eyes of the Skin and
Gaston Bachelard’s Poetics of Space also help delve into the structure-ornament division
from a phenomenological perspective, highlighting the importance of tactility, measures
and details crafted for the human body” and of “images that bring the primitiveness in
us”e.

The second and most important part of the research focuses on the designer and pro-
ducer. Considering frameworks, it is centred around anthropology and socio-economic
trends shaping the labor conditions. Writers like Mario Carpo, Eleanor Jolliffe and Paul
Crosby underline the difficulty of drawing a line between designer and producer, relying
on examples taken from practice. The latter also underline issues such as “the growing
distance between the profession and the process of construction and its procurement”®
that are central to this research.

The various sources and frameworks used can be seen in the diagrams below: they all
lead to Neri Oxman’s Material Ecology, or how a new form of design inspired by material
properties and organic processes can emerge from new technologies like 3D printing.
This is relevant on a few levels. First, because my research strives to put the human at
the centre of design, both as a user and as a producer of architecture and therefore
shares concerns for a more “organic” architecture. But also because the project is all
about negotiation spaces and discovering a new form of ecology between all the actors
of design.

“Ruskin, John. Lectures on
Architecture and Painting.
1854. Passage 12.83.

*Semper, Gottfried.

1860. Der Stil in Den
Technischen Und
Tektonischen Klinsten
Oder Praktische Asthetik.

6 Cook, Peter. “"Primer”.
John Wiley & Sons, 1995.

" Pallasmaa, Juhani.

“The Eyes of The Skin:
Architecture and the
Senses”. John Wiley &
Sons, 1996. ProQuest
EBook Central, accessed
October 25, 2023.

8 Bachelard, Gaston.
“The Eyes of The Skin:
Architecture and the
Senses”. John Wiley &
Sons, 1996. ProQuest
EBook Central, accessed
October 25, 2023.

9 Jolliffe, Eleanor and
Paul Crosby. Architect:
the Evolving Story of a
Profession. 2023. RIBA
Publishing
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Diagram showing the theoretical frameworks structuring the research
at each of its stages.

The research’s endpoint is to explore the boundaries of a new social contract between
designer and producer and its implications on architecture as a whole, and architectural
expression specifically.

The following diagrams show how the bibliography relates to the twin solutions spac-
es mentioned earlier and the main terms of reference of the research.

Interestingly, most of the sources relate to matters outside of the precise solution
spaces, perhaps pointing to an under-researched set of subjects.
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Temporal Framework

The subject of the research is speculative: | try to imagine what this brave new world
of architectural production will look like, which actors it will contain and how they will
interact.

In order to do so, some context is needed.

Indeed, | am informed by the three major disruption points in the modern history of
the ornament: the Baroque, the 19th century, and Post-Modernism, as theorized by
Antoine Picon in his “Ornament: the Politics of Architecture and Subjectivity”. Picon
sees architecture as an imprecise communication device, but one that is deeply
related to polititcs and hiearchy.™

The diagram below explores the underlying societal trends that lead to these excess
points in ornamentation and speculates on the trends that could shape the next
wave. The production methods and labor conditions are central to the debate, since
they play such an outsize role in influencing the production of expressive architec-
ture.

Therefore, the diagram highlights the intertwined nature of style and labour. Indeed,
style is the reflection of a society’s ideals, of “our shared ambition to rise above base
needs (...) and to seek an experience of the sublime”™. It ties the two solution spaces
together into an interdependent whole, defining the context of the ornament’s rein-
vention and thus the boundaries of this emerging architecture.

Maria Sherazhade Giudici, in her lecture about Late Roman architecture', underlines
the central role of labour in its evolution. As the Roman society in its later centuries
evolved towards a more sclerotic structure, with an absolute Emperor monopolizing
the construction industry and relying on forced labour rather than freemen, the qual-
ity of construction dropped. Less labour-intensive systems were used and material
reuse became more frequent.

This fascinating example of how design and societal changes are linked compelled
me to study the ornament less from the subjective point of view of aesthetics and
more from a societal point of view. Indeed, a notable corpus of theory already exists
and nothing is fixed, the issue being open ended. Hence the presence of both facets
in the research question, but with a priority to the designer-producer relationship.

11

10 Pjcon, 2013

""Murray, Christine. 2015.
Editorial. Architecture
Review, September

2015 (September Issue):
London, p.5.

2 Picon, 2013

2 Giudici, Maria
Sheherazade. “God Is
in the Detail: Hoc Opus,
Hic Labour - PART
2/12.” The AA School
of Architecture. 2021.
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Methodological Framework:

This research is both relevant to historical debates, expression being central to the
architect’s work; on the other hand, it is also highly speculative. Indeed, it imagines
the emerging conditions of future design. As such, it is both grounded and experi-
mental.

In parallel, the debate around the ornament is a relatively subjective one, like the
speculation of future practice. This is countered by the factual trends shaping our
sector, which are more tangible. Thus the topic also oscillates between the objective
and the subjective.

The methodology reflects this constant shifting between historical and speculative,
subjective and objective. The following methods will be used:

1. A thematic literary review will be conducted, deepening the theoretical framework
around labor and expression trends. Indeed, an important historical research will be
needed to fix the terms of the debate around the ornament and my response to it.
The same approach will inform my analysis of three canonical buildings in Madrid,
studying their approach to the ornament and their link with the trends of their time.

2. Following Latour’s principles of Actor-Network Theory'®, an atlas of present and fu-
ture actors will be established within my site of Madrid. It will allow me to see the city
through the lens of fluid relationships between designers, producers and non-human
hybrids, also linking the research to Neri Oxman’s concept of Material Ecology™. It
will study Madrid as an ecology of its own, establishing links and macro-relationships
in the city.

3. Within the framework of anthropology, sociological research will be conducted, to
assess the impact of trends such as high labor costs and lack of skills among crafts-
men and establish, in the following project, designs that can respond to this. There-
fore, some field work and active interaction will be used to connect with the design-
ers and producers in the Madrid area.

Together, these methods, combined with the tools below, should paint a picture of the

reinvention of the designer-craftsman relationship in the Spanish Capital.

Research Tools

In order to properly gain knowledge of the local conditions in Madrid, | will conduct
a dynamic mapping of the various actors involved in my research. These will include
trades, institutions, technigues and materials that could be relevant to the emerging
architecture | have been describing. This will allow me to know the local context bet-
ter and start establishing some useful links between the actors, the project being all
about hybridization.

An important facet of the research will be the use of interviews of all relevant actors.

Specifically, local craftsmen, designers, and people in related roles, such as mem-
bers of education facilities, workers at companies like Factum, member of organisa-

13

3 L atour, Bruno.
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An Introduction to Actor-
Network-Theory. 2005.
Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

™ Neri Oxman, and Art
New. 2020. Neri Oxman
- Mediated Matter. New
York: The Museum Of
Modern Art.



tions like Intbau or the Red de Maetros. The aim being to determine their view of their
trade within the changing context and how they view the architecture of the future
related to my topic.

Thirdly, | will conduct a survey of three canonical buildings of the same typology in
Madrid, relating to the temporal framework seen above. Elements such as materials,
symbols, expression, climatic response will be assessed and compared, informing
my own designs and linking my research to the city.

RESEARCH QUESTION

Could the reinvention of the designer-craftsman relationship lead to more
meaningful forms of expression in architecture?

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK .
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“Our desire to decorate says something about who
we are and our shared ambition to rise above base
needs, to overcome our mortality by leaving our

mark, and to seek an experience of the sublime.”

- Christine Murray in the Architectural Review, 2015

Fragments from Owen Jone’s
1856’ Grammar of Ornament
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the research on ornament just before the advent of modernism and its subsequent
theoretical break.

Moussavi, Farshid, and Michael Kubo. 2006. The Function of Ornament. Actar, Harvard
Graduate School of Design.

A practical, technical guide to ornamental choices made in buildings of the 20t and
21rst centuries. Delves into the relation between the ornamental fagade and the structure
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