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Re-brand or Retain: Global versus Local
LISA McALINDEN

Belfast is a city playing catch-up. The increased number of cranes on its skyline in recent years has been
one indication of the extent of its regeneration; the city is re-branding itself and attempting to establish a
new identity while breaking free of its old associations with the Troubles.

Patrick Geddes was someone who understood the power of regeneration and believed that the things that
made a place unique should be both utilised and emphasised. He was interested in understanding why a
settlement was located where it was, how it grew and the reasons why; to understand the ‘locality’ whilst
being aware of that place’s role within wider society. One of his most famous mottos was ‘Think Global, Act
Local’. Could Belfast’s regenerators set to gain from paying heed to what Geddes had to say?

Amongawide variety of interests, Geddes studied the growth of settlements, and this life-long preoccupation
earned him the title, ‘The Father of Town Planning’. He worked throughout the world and understood that the
reason a settlement initially grows is due to the presence of particular resources in the area that causes
people to settle there to live and work. When this occurs a place is created which draws in more people; the
settlement grows and a history is created - which should be understood in an effort to understand what
is unique about that particular place. ‘Place-Work-Folk’ was Geddes’ mantra; his approach to urbanism is
perhaps more relevant today than ever. The world is becoming a smaller place, with modern technology
and transport bringing people and places closer together. However, there is a danger that places can adapt
a global style and the local and vernacular be lost. With the recent drive towards increased protection of the
environment the growing re-emphasis on the use of local materials and building methods echoes another
of Geddes’ key beliefs.

Geddes’ theories on settlement and urbanism were put to the test in the Old Town of Edinburgh. Now a
World Heritage Site, its cobbled streets and narrow closes make it one of the main attractions of the city.
However, it was once an undesirable, neglected area consisting mainly of slums. Geddes and his wife
moved into the area and working with local people they began to restore the existing fabric of the area.
Geddes began to map the Old Town - most significantly its leftover spaces. These parcels of land were then
converted into gardens by the local community, some of which remain today.

In Glasgow, however, an antithetical approach to urbanism was deployed. Like cities the world over, during
the 1960’s and 1970’s the preferred solution to Glasgow’s problems was to demolish and rebuild. Its inner
city communities were torn apart and its residents moved to new developments on the city outskirts. A
fractured city with rings of wasteland and dereliction was created; strong community spirit and a sense of
belonging were lost in many areas. An estimated 260 tower blocks were constructed in and around Glasgow
during this time. Today 200 of these towers have now been proposed for demolition. Once again widespread
demolition and re-housing of communities is proposed. Are the mistakes of the past being repeated in
Glasgow with yet another tabula rasa approach to urban renewal?

Meanwhile, Belfast is at a crucial stage in its development. Shaking off the ghosts of it’s troubled past and

looking to the future, optimism permeates the city. The decisions taken now will influence the type of place
that Belfast will become for generations. The city is currently being re-branded with a new logo splashed
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across the city. The Belfast Brand Guidelines proclaim, “The time is right for us to build a thriving, vibrant
city. Proud of our heritage, we embrace the future to build an even better Belfast.” Look to the future while
remembering the past. Promising stuff. But what actually springs to mind when one thinks of Belfast and
its identity? A native of Belfast living away from the city recently responded with the following list: murals,
‘dead-on’ people, the Duke of York and the John Hewitt pubs, Harland & Wolff, the Albert Clock, the City Hall
and Stormont Parliament Buildings. The glossy image versus the reality? Perhaps both need to work in
tandem for the city to market itself successfully on a global scale.

The aforementioned list is itself a summary of Geddes’ beliefs. The murals pertain to the history and past of
the city; ‘dead-on’ people are the folk who live and work there, the pubs are its gathering places; its places
of work and historical landmarks — all places where the past, present and future of the city are discussed
and decided. Murals, top of the list, have long been an intrinsic part of this city of division and segregation.
They have been used in the past by various communities to demarcate their neighbourhoods and beliefs,
relaying messages to the wider city and beyond. These murals are now tourist attractions. Although
recently they have featured local heroes such as George Best rather than paramilitary paraphernalia, they
continue to be indicators of what lies close to the hearts of the people in the surrounding streets.

The ‘Re-imaging Communities’ initiative was launched in July 2006 by the Arts Council to provide funding of
£3.3m over a period of 3 years to support ‘local communities as they replace divisive symbols and murals
of the past with images that are a positive celebration of the future”. Images of the Grim Reaper, King Billy,
and other paramilitary murals will be replaced with artwork relating to more positive aspects of the city -
such as the shipyards and Cavehill.

The new Victoria Square development in the heart of the city centre recently opened with much fanfare,
introducing a multitude of high-end designers shops and restaurants to the city, as well as re-housing
existing outlets in glossier surroundings. A large part of the city centre was demolished to facilitate the
development. In some ways the development has the air of a ‘global product’; however it has also provided
anew symbol for the city —its shining glass dome, sitting like the cherry on a cake, visible from many parts
of the city and beyond.

Covering 185 acres, a quarter the area of the rest of Belfast, the Titanic Quarter, formerly known as Queen’s
Island, is the home of the Harland & Wolff shipyard and the birthplace of the Titanic. This area is to be
transformed into the largest mixed-use waterfront development in Europe. Very few original structures
remain on the site; those that do include the famous Harland & Wolff yellow cranes and the Harland &
Wolff headquarters. The area’s master plan was the brainchild of American urban designer Eric Kuhne who
worked with local architects to complete the proposals. The development will consist almost entirely of
new buildings, mostly designed by local architects. Following the segregation of the city in recent decades
it will provide an opportunity for an entirely neutral environment to be created, yet the success of the
development remains to be seen. The master plan aims to create strong links with the river Lagan but will
the quarter have strong enough links with the rest of the city? In a relatively small city with a population of
almost 600,000, can a development of such massive scale be sustained?
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The Titanic Quarter is not the only new quarter being created in the city. Existing parts of the city which
already have a clear identity have been re-branded - including the already successful Cathedral Quarter,
located in the north of the city centre. With an abundance of bars, pubs, clubs, restaurants, galleries,
theatres and hotels, there are a number of examples of successful re-invention of the existing urban
fabric throughout this quarter. The Queen’s Quarter around the University, a favorite haunt of students,
is a conservation area with many streets of the traditional Belfast red brick terraced housing, the bread
and butter of Belfast’s housing stock. And the area around the Falls Road, to the west of the city, has been
re-branded the Gaeltacht Quarter, its history of Irish culture and language drawing many tourists into the
area for music, Guinness and craic.

For Belfast’s regeneration to truly succeed it must take place in the communities and neighborhoods of the
city. Although Belfast must market itself on a global scale, it should not be to the detriment of the existing
fabric of the city. Care must be taken that the things that make the city unique are not ignored in the rush
to produce a new global Belfast. The sanitisation of the city is not to be the solution.

The impact of new developments on local communities, particularly those developments that are developer
led, are oftenignored. As one local scrawled over a hoarding on a site near the Ormeau Road in south Belfast
- “Regeneration is social cleansing”. On another hoarding for new “yuppy” apartments in the Shankill area
of west Belfast the message reads “Regeneration not Gentification” [sic]. It seems not everyone perceives
regeneration as a positive process. Problems arise when communities feel no sense of ‘ownership’ over
the development and this also applies to the city as a whole. If the people who live and work in the city feel
a sense of ownership and pride towards the 'new’ Belfast then it will succeed. Therein lies the challenge —
‘Think Global - Act Local’.

Lisa McAlinden works as an architect in Belfast, following completion of a Masters in Architecture at the Macintosh School of
Architecture, Glasgow.

i www.belfastcity.gov.uk/brand/docs/BelfastBrandGuidelines.pdf
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Researching a history of the Architectural Association of Ireland:
Part Il — built/critical/absent reactions to the AAl lectures
ELLEN ROWLEY

In the following article, the second part of a retrospective account of the AAl, Ellen Rowley presents a
historiographic review of the Association’s lecture programme. The review is an attempt to grapple with
the lectures’ essential and contradictory nature as being influential yet ephemeral and introverted within
the culture of Irish architecture. As a continuous and central activity, the lecture programme frames the
Assaociation during its history; certainly the AAl’s invitation to many leading international forces of post-
war architecture demands enquiry. However the lack of critical reaction to lectures by the contemporary
architectural press or otherwise, makes their impact and legacy difficult to measure without descending
into the overly reductive realm of cause and effect.

Introduction: zeitgeist criticism

In 2001 Jean-Louis Cohen provided the Architectural Association of Ireland (AAI) with a flattering insight
into the ‘critical internationalism’ of contemporary Irish architecture. And we were pleased. At the dawn
of a new millennium it was good to hear about our ‘tolerance’, our ‘irony’, our ‘modesty’, our prudence
and our pertinence; that according to Cohen Irish architecture does ‘not participate in a desire to erase
the existing cities and landscapes, but instead, in a series of research threads...testing in some way
the elasticity of situations and typological rules. Whatever Cohen really meant by our better buildings
as fluid ‘research threads’ it didn't matter; importantly, he justified his analysis of a national collective
architectural sensibility in the suitably ambiguous terms of ‘shared attitudes’ rather than pointing to a
tangible sameness of formal language or scale. His address managed to encourage the younger generation
headed up that year by Grainne Hassett and Tom de Paor, and simultaneously affirm the reigning hierarchy
of de Blacam and Meagher and Group '91 by reminding us of for instance, Grafton Architects’ penchant for
Ticino and Sheila 0’Donnell and John Tuomey’s affinity with Yves Lion.

In short, Cohen’s criticism was much to our liking. It situated us in an international, albeit Eurocentric forum
and it benevolently celebrated our historic conscientiousness or at least, our hoped-for heritage awareness.
His citing of the palimpsest nature of the Trinity College campus was an empathetic response to the
historic baseline from which the two current generations of Irish architects - established and burgeoning
alike - claim to spring, and was echoed five years later, in 2006, by Spanish critic Luis Fernandez-Galiano.
Again Fernandez-Galiano’s address to the AAl evoked the rather romanticised eighteenth century Dublin
of Gandon and Burke and again, the impressions of the outsider were welcome; herein an international
critic of repute told us about our ‘tenacity, attention to urban context and attachment to rural landscape,
professional craftsmanship in the details and tactile sensibility in the materials. But moving on from
Cohen’s comparatively doe-eyed celebration of Irish architectural contextualism, Luis Fernandez-Galiano’s
insight penetrated our dreaded suburban psyche by rightly commenting on the dysfunctional state of our
sprawling built-environment:

Material progress and cultural modernisation have produced destitute margins and faded identities,
redundant people and indifferent lives...the real-estate boom that colonises the landscapes of the
island with a unanimous extension of single-family homes, a colossal dispersion of dwellings that
makes the trips from home to work endless...
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Having just self-examined the ‘dark-side’ of the sprawl, endemic in Irish architectural development, through
the hypothetical project SubUrban to SuperRural for the Venice Biennale 2006, Ireland’s architectural
intelligentsia embraced Fernandez-Galiano’s observations to the AAl a few months later. While his literary
and tiger metaphors may have been slightly overcooked for the native appetite, Fernandez-Galiano’s
commentary, like Cohen’s before him, was deemed appropriate and timely. In fact, we couldn’t have said it
better ourselves! So, it would seem that both commentators had captured Ireland’s architectural zeitgeist,
and the shift in tone between each account mirrored the shift in real-time space-architecture between the
year 2000 and the present day.

The poignancy of the AAl members’ response to invited foreign critic lecturers is fore-grounded then by the
example of the mostly negative, almost hostile reaction to the latest foreign critic’s address given by Paris’
Cite de LArchitecture’s director and former architecture critic for Le Figaro, Francis Rambert, (November
2007). Rambert’s address quickly became a homage to President Sarkozy’s petits projets through the
exposition of a brave new digital world of virtual skins and vegetal roofing systems, cladding and enveloping
urban gardens and interpretive dance studios. Aside from the token inclusion of Dominic Stevens’ Mimetic
House (Leitrim, 2006) and Heneghan Peng’s work at the Giant’s Causeway (Antrim, ongoing], all of the
projects refer to a supposedly different disposition to that of the Architectural Association of Ireland; one
that pertains to the sameness of a global and technologised aesthetic at the knife-edge of architectural
experiment from which somehow the culture of Irish architecture seeks to differentiate itself (despite the
fact that even a cursory glance at Dublin’s riverside development in 2008 with its Calatrava bridges, its
Roche conference centre and its Libeskind opera house undermines such a differentiation).

However, of interest here is that Rambert's address seems to have been mildly abhorrent because it
displayed no empathy towards a specifically Irish way of making architecture. His disengaged presentation
recalls another Frenchman’s dismissive account, albeit quite differently so, of the state of Irish architecture
from Le Figaro in 1961 which was recounted to the AAl by the then President, Niall Meagher:

...the melancholy air of [Irish] villages with houses and churches where Architecture reaches the
quintessence of banality, of mediocrity and a lack of feeling... It's a mystery how the Irishman who is
so gay and communicative, so likeable and friendly, [can] live amid such ugly surroundings.

Meagher cited the Le Figaro report because, in his view, it signalled impartial evidence as to the
impoverished nature of Irish architecture at that time. These examples highlight, in the first instance, the
presupposition that the foreign voice equates at least impartiality and at most greater wisdom or deeper
insight; a presupposition, | argue, which has informed the AAl's lecture programme during the past half
century and more. In the second instance, these examples, as emblematic, point to the illusive purpose of
the AAl's lectures. Do the lectures have an explicitly didactic role and if so, do we want to learn more about
ourselves - are we yearning for the glare of a reflexive lens, considering the ongoing dearth of architectural
criticism in our small community? Or conversely, do we want the lectures to pitch us into the real-time
experience of a glossy European architectural journal?
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Through an overview analysis of the AAl lecture programme in the second half of the twentieth century but
with emphasis on the 1960s, this essay proposes that the lectures be read a priori as a representation of
the Association’s priorities and leaning at a given time. Of course the lectures should not be understood as
a singular or static annual body but rather, as a multifarious and unpredictable set of discourses. Certainly,
the assorted tone and aim of lectures is stressed through the cited examples of the present-day foreign
critics’ lectures; the critic’s lecture today is generally anomalous within the lecture programme in that,
with the phasing out of the AAl's presidential addresses in the mid 1970s, this foreign voice has come to
fill the gap in terms of zeitgeist polemics. Whereby previously each president’s inaugural or valedictory
lecture sought to describe dominant themes or conditions affecting the contemporaneous culture of Irish
architecture, now we look to the objective outsider for such a narrative. But even within the understanding
of the AAl's lectures as multifarious, there emerges patterns and trends to do with lectures’ subject matter
or invited speakers’ origins; the ebb and flow of the foreign/local and the architect/non-architect being the
two central patterns and concerns. As such, my rhetorical questions as to the didactic or reflective purpose
of the lectures are a means of considering the lectures collectively as a historical document from which we
might learn more about the extent of foreign influence or the preoccupation with technology, for instance.

Lectures: historiographic ephemera

It is not too obvious to state at this point that implicit in the organisation of and the reception to the
Architectural Association of Ireland as a semi-educational body is its ongoing lecture programme, now in its
112th year. Perhaps the most consistent aspect of an ever-changing cultural organisation, the lectures in
their diversity underpin the identity of the chameleon AAI. The ephemeral nature of the lecture as a medium
wherein words and images float over, through and about the collective, reflects the transient and dynamic
nature of the AAl itself. In this way, the lecture could be understood as a metaphor for the Association;
where the Association acts as cultural custodian of Irish architecture in an international context, the lecture
is its central tool exposing Irish architects to leading cultural forces of international architecture.

The difficulty of using the lectures as a medium for historical research is that practically-speaking they
were never discussed in a public forum and rarely appraised by the architectural press in a critical manner.
This critical void into which the lectures fall after-the-event has been an ongoing feature and a central
weakness, and indeed despite the current culture of podcasts, it continues in the present day with the
only respite coming in the mid-1980s when for a period the Irish Times’ new and hungry environmental
correspondent, Frank McDonald, recorded AAl Irish interest and planning related symposia and debates.

Of course, the leader writer of The Irish Builder reviewed key lectures of architectural interest but only
sporadically. For instance, an overview of the journal’s twenty or so volumes of 1964 reveals short
paragraphs of subjective opinion dotted amongst advertisements, outlining the content of say, Mr Andrew
Ganly’s lecture on Greek architecture entitled, A night with the gods! or Percy Le Clerc’s presentation on the
state of the conservation of national monuments. And sometimes, as in the instance of the critique of a
lecture by Christopher Dardis in January of 1964 on the Richards Medical Building (Philadelphia, 1958-60)
by Louis Kahn, The Irish Builder is surprisingly descriptive, presenting us with an invaluable second-hand
experience of the AAl event:
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A'large audience attended and saw first a cine film of the building with the camera moving over the
whole building joint by joint. There were two screens and these changed as we progressed to the
still slides. The slide on the left would show, say, the plan of part of the building and on the right we
would see the progress made as this was brought into being. Mr Dardis told us of Mr Kahn’s belief that
beginnings are ugly and later refining brings beauty... Although born about 1900 Kahn did not build
anything until 1956. Like many real artists, Mr Dardis said Kahn has been a lot of his life unemployed
or has spent his time teaching. Kahn is acclaimed by man as being one of the most creative architects
of the day and in Mr Dardis he has found himself a good preacher for this side of the Atlantic.

But before we speculate on the educational impact of such a lecture and indeed, the legacy of AAl lectures
generally —as we know, marked protagonists of post-war Irish architecture such as Noel Dowley and Shane
de Blacam later studied with Louis Kahn at Pennsylvania — the point of interest here, being historiographic,
is that this steadiest member of the Irish architectural press omitted to review possibly the single most

significant lecture event of the AAl calendar from 1964: a lecture entitled World Design by Buckminster
Fuller on 7th July that year.

Buckminster Fuller and John Cronin,
AAl Green Book, 1964

One might glean from this notable omission that the culturally highbrow activities of the Association
were not a journalistic priority, and especially not when pitched against or amidst the increasingly
frenetic activity of the construction industry and architectural profession as the drive towards American
flavoured modernisation accelerated during the 1960s. Sure enough, it would seem that the journal was
too interested in John Johanssen’s American Embassy in Ballsbridge, Dublin (1961—'64) or indeed, the
impending arrival of the edge city mass social housing phenomenon at Ballymun, North Dublin {1966-
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‘69), to record the rhetoric of an international yet eccentric design icon in the form of Bucky Fuller. As the
sardonic pen of Altire from The Irish Architect and Contractor gleefully tells us, ‘June is generally a bit of a
silly season as regards “hard” news in the building industry; but this time there seems to have been plenty
of it. And then, of course, there’ll be Buckminster Fuller next month!” So, we do know that Fuller was coming
to town but, with no geodesic domes or dymaxion house prototypes springing up in the Irish landscape
after his address, the historian begins to wonder what impact Fuller’s presence had at all? Which brings us
to the Association’s own annual journal, the Green Book and herein lies the only trace of the seminal figure’s
visit in the form of a photograph of Fuller with the president David Cronin.

The absence of records of this lecture in the Green Book is unsurprising when we analyse its content
generally. As such, the provision of relatively empty statistics to do with lecture attendance rather than any
critical analysis of lecture subjects seems to be the preferable practice. For example, in the annual of 1949-
‘51 the average lecture attendance is reported as being forty-one members in 1948/°'49, which decreases
to twenty-seven members in 1949/°50 and then rises to thirty-six in 1950/°51, and so on. The subject
matter of lectures during these particular years varies from Danish Architecture by Mr. Mogens Didriksen
in 1949 to Some Factors in Dublin Development by Dr. Maurice Craig in 1950 to Housing and Town-planning
Congress, Amsterdam, 1950 by Daithi Hanly or Architecture in the Festival of Britain by Hugh Casson. And
from this ensemble of diverse architectural discourses by local and foreign commentators alike, only one
lecture is reprinted by the Association’s journal — that is, Post-War Schools in Britain which was delivered
by Mr. C. G. Stillman in 1950. Considering the potential relevance of all the listed lectures, with Dublin
Corporation embarking on its urban maisonette block housing campaign shortly after Hanly’s lecture on
Dutch housing and with the potent effect felt by the triumphant Festival of Britain in the imaginations and
consequent travel and working plans of many Irish architects during the mostly arid decade, the choice to
reprint Stillman’s address on schools seems decidedly random.

The abiding impression of the Green Book content is its inherent lack of consistency from year to year
which is highlighted, specifically in relation to lectures, by a note in the Association’s minute books from a
meeting on 6th September 1949 where it is recorded that, ‘Mr. Le Clerc proposed that Mr. Varming’s lecture
of the last session be published in the “Green Book”. It was decided to ask Mr. Maskell if it would be possible
to do so at the next meeting.” This archival glimpse at the behind the scenes workings of the Association
reveals the lack of prescription, beyond the consistently reprinted presidents’ addresses, which seems
to have defined the Green Books, and amounted to no editorial continuity and the consequent arbitrary
choice of reprinted lectures, lecture-reviews and articles therein. In the Green Book of 1959/°60 the editor
sought to reprint lectures, hoping to counter their ephemeral nature, but his ambitions were thwarted from
the outset:

The spoken word being as ephemeral as it is, with the idea of preserving some of the jewels of
contemporary architectural thought which are to be found at the AAl the Editor had hoped that he would
be able toinclude in this issue of the Green Book one of the year’s lectures...Almost to a man, this year’s
crop of lecturers spoke from unintelligible hieroglyphics on the backs of envelopes, or else delivered
fluent extempore addresses which were incapable of being recorded by the overtaxed editorial staff.
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And when the editor does manage to appraise the lecture programme he does so with such wit and
irreverence that we might question the seriousness of the whole endeavour. In describing a presentation
entitled Structure by the significant engineer Ove Arup on 14th December 1959, our Green Book protagonist
states,

Those who were present at Ove Arup’s discourse on Structure can well appreciate the impossibility
of rendering an account of the Great Man’s wisdom. Having listened in respectful wonderment to the
endless stream of fascinating profundities on the philosophy of structure and its fulfilment your Editor
could only echo Meehawl MacMurrachu’s reverent rejoinder to the Philosopher in the Crock of Gold. ‘|
give you my word Sir that | don't know what you are talking about at all.”

Following this the editor explains that he missed Kevin Fox’s lecture on Life Down Under on 26th January
1960 and Robin Walker’s Plan for Ireland two weeks later due to ‘prior engagement and attack of the
plague’. However, he does assure his readers that ‘spies reported the excellence of both these lectures’.

There may be no doubt that the act of recording was not a priority; that the mocking tone of the Lecture
Notes, which is wedged in between a Myles Na Gopaleen-esque observation by Niall Montgomery entitled
The Trojan Horse and Wilfred Cantwell’s typically heavy handed and pedantic presidential address,
A Programme of Work, resonates more tunefully than the plodding cadence of a witness statement.
Furthermore, it seems contradictory that the dogged and statistic-laden rhetoric of Cantwell be juxtaposed
with the amusing and somewhat glib commentary by the editor. But this juxtaposition highlights precisely
the difficulty in measuring the impact of the AAl's lecture programme; there is an unbridgeable gap, ironic
and contradictory in flavour, between Cantwell’s serious address as emblematic of the calibre of lectures
generally and the flippant editorial as representative of the formal reception to those lectures. Considering
how central the lecture programme is to the Association as a cultural semi-educational body, our inability
to measure them critically (either contemporaneously or retrospectively) arises in the first instance from
the lectures’ ephemeral nature, which in turn serves to undermine their significance.

So we may ask: if you do not discuss and/or critically absorb something after the event, then do you
counter the meaning of the event in the first place? Contributing to our perception of lectures as ephemera,
conveniently dismissible and easy to repudiate, is the passive state of the audience in a lecture situation.
The lecture is indeed the space of collective learning which is a cultural phenomenon emanating from
theatrical performance and religious congregation ritual. But as a structured learning experience the
lecture is relatively non-participatory; it is the site for public and didactic learning rather than intimate and
discursive study. It is a form of discourse that is a by-product of rhetoric and founded in the monologue,
whereby the distance between speaker and audience is emphasised above all else.

In the case of the AAl lectures then, this distance becomes either the space for escapism or that of

instruction; though mostly, the experience is recalled in the tone of the escapist. AAl lecture reviews tend
to betray, over and over again, the sense of the audience as cultural tourist at the site of a show-and-tell
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monologue. Our erratic Irish Builder reviewer from 1964 describes two wholly dissimilar lectures — one
instructive discourse in June by Mr. J. Neil Downes on The Story of Modern Architecture and another
illustrative presentation in November by photographer, Richard Deegan on Greece - in the similar terms of
a sightseer:

Mr. Downes brought us on an extremely entertaining and interesting trip through the turn of the
century and the changing of Europe and the growth of our modern age in architecture.

Mr. Deegan’s commentary to his excellent colour slides and the push button change of the slides
themselves made for an enjoyable night. He took us from Parnassus through Olympia, Corinth, Delphi
to the Parthenon mixing the classic with the modern, people with the landscape to give us a most
educative talk.

The lecture is described in both instances, and others besides, as a cinematic journey, which although
inspirational, is a mostly uninvolved experience. And if the documentation of the Association’s lectures
pitches the audience, falsely or otherwise, into the realm of passenger seat grand tourist and in a large part
weakens their cultural significance within Irish architecture, we must now penetrate their role more deeply
by asking who that audience was.

Lectures: hermetic endeavours

In origin, the lectures were born out of the need to augment architectural apprentices’ technical education
and so, the lectures from the earliest point in the 1870s read like any architectural technology curriculum
with lessons in Fireproof Construction delivered by Mr. James H. Owen, or The Application of Wires to Correct
Acoustic Defects in Buildings instructed by the ‘don’, Thomas Drew. Following a lapse or two in activity, the
Association was reformed in 1896 with its modus operandi and aims more clearly elucidated:

The Dublin AA...has been formed to carry out the following objects: - (1) to afford to pupils and younger
members, advantages of education beyond the daily routine of office work, on similar lines to the
London AA, viz., by classes of instruction, access to standard works of Architecture, visiting buildings,
old and new, and general social intercourse, and discussion. (2] To ensure a more general interest in
Architecture, by means of occasional popular lectures and exhibitions.

Again, lectures are positioned as a central activity of the reformulated Association with the President of
the Royal Institute of Architects of Ireland (RIAI), Thomas Drew congratulating the action as ‘a co-operative
movement on the part of younger members of the architectural fraternity to establish an Improvement
Society of their own’ , and affirming the centrality of lectures by suggesting that, ‘lectures might be
delivered under the auspices of the Association on special subjects’. From the outset then, lectures are
the AAl's primary communicative tool. In fact, | would argue that the lecture programme presents us with
an unbroken horizon, which frames the Association through its history; that for instance, even in the face
of cultural isolation resulting from geographical separation and neutrality during the Second World War, AAl
lectures continued to happen. A note in the Association’s minute books from 31st May 1944 highlights the
steadfastness of the programme as follows:
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Mr Butler brought forward a short preliminary list of feasible speakers, pointing out, that as it was not
feasible to foresee any change in the present prevailing conditions of cross-Channel travel restrictions,
it appeared advisable to make plans on the assumption that only speakers from Ireland would be
available...

But although the lecture programme was omnipresent, refusing even to be interrupted by international
crisis, this does not infer consistency upon lectures’ quality, direction or indeed their consumption over
time. While the lectures were established to meet the educational needs of the younger members of the
architectural community, already by the 1930s with the growing success of the two formal schools of
architecture at the National University and Bolton Street, they were being realigned away from their initial
didactic direction.

Plucking some lectures out from this key transitional moment of the late 1930s and into the 1940s
such as The Electrical Distribution System of Eire by Mr. Murphy from 1942 or Heating Installation by Mr.
lllingworth from 1947 or Slab Construction as an Example of Co-Ordination of Building Parts by Mr. Arup in
1948, it is obvious that technical topics continue to be delivered, and education in matters of architectural
technology persists as a priority. However, significantly, the audience for these lectures had shifted from
the hungry architectural apprentice to the early-mid career architect in search of, one imagines, exotic
distraction and/or incidental information. Proof of this demographic shift in terms of lecture attendance
and AAl membership profile comes from the Association’s minute books of 5th January 1955 which record
that, ‘some Bolton Street students were wondering if our lecturers could lecture to them also. It was
decided to tell them to join the Association’. The entry goes on to reveal the actual distance between the
AAl and the student body by suggesting that the Association should feed information about lectures to the
two schools.

Now that, at this mid-twentieth century juncture the AAl's lecture programme has moved away from its
tangible position as primary educator of the lacking student, its influence becomes even harder to gauge.
When the target audience is less explicitly active in terms of discovering, absorbing and as such learning,
the net result of the lecture is more subliminal, transient and rhetorical. This is the point made by Piaras
McCionnaith, the president of the Association in 1961, when on the rare occasion that the president
critically commented on the potential benefit of lectures, he exclaimed: ‘We listen impassively to lectures...
Rarely do we use the valuable material which we hear and should absorb, as ammunition for positive
analysis and action of our own.” In highlighting the ephemeral nature of the lecture and other activities,
McCionnaith was concerned about the essentially passive and introverted outcomes of the Association. His
quarrel was primarily with the hermetic tendencies of the AAl,

We are too prone to gather together and turn inwards. We are the huddle in American football, we are
the cognoscenti who foregather merely to toss the ball of knowledge from one to the other while leaving

those outside our secret ring baffled.

McCionnaith called for engaged dialogue between the Association and the wider socio-agri-industrial and
economic contexts in the country. Such a call for outreach activity is met with the fairly token inclusion of

101



non-architectural lecture subjects and debates throughout the 1960s — farming (1962), weather (1964),
photography (1967), theatre design (1968], airplane design (1969) — and interestingly, comes to define
the more contextualist and financially-challenged Association later in the 1980s. But importantly, the
appeal for public engagement by the AAl is not new, being already present in its original dictum of 1896
which sets out ‘To ensure a more general interest in Architecture, by means of occasional popular lectures
and exhibitions’, and it undoubtedly underpinned the presidents’ addresses, if not the Association’s
actual activities, during the transitional 1940s. In reality, McCionnaith's dissatisfaction with the hermetic
endeavours of the AAl presents one moment in a continuum which courted the necessity of outreach;
this same courtship had established the short-lived Joint AAl and RIAI Public Relations Committee in the
1950s. But where McCionnaith directed his ire towards the Association’s insular and in his view ineffectual
lecture programme, the PR Committee focussed on the potential of both the architectural exhibition and the
newspaper to curry favour with and educate the masses.

It seems to me that if the Joint Pubic Relations Committee failed to concern itself with, let alone retouch the
format of, the mostly hermetically sealed AAl lecture programme, then the lectures were always meant to
be what they are today, in 2008: inspirational insights into contemporary foreign architecture for younger
Irish architects.

Lectures: chicken-and-egg

The critical void into which lectures-as-ephemera mostly fall and then their hermetic tendency in terms of
architecture for architects, make it easy for the historian to avoid the big teleological question which must
now be addressed: what was the impact of the Association’s lectures on the bricks'n’mortar/ concrete’n’'steel
of contemporaneous Irish architecture?

A well-worn example of the AAl lecture as architectural conduit must be briefly recounted. Walter Gropius
was invited by the AAlin 1936, the year before Michael Scott was president of the Association and according
to Scott, the famous architect was hosted by him, ‘He came to Dublin and | toted him around the place. |
wined and dined him and also took him on to Glendalough. He loved Ireland...loved the eighteenth-century
quality of Ireland, thought that was very splendid.” The lengthy lecture-review by ‘Wisbech’ in The Irish
Builder was positive and reveals that an audience of three hundred — ‘probably the largest audience ever
assembled for a lecture on architecture in this country’ - came to hear Gropius present a summary of his
latest book. It would seem that the usual argument of traditional versus modern was thrashed out but
that much to the audience’s surprise, ...at the conclusion of the lecture the audience were treated to the
unprecedented experience of hearing an eloquent, if occasionally equivocal, plea for the new architecture
from so representative a conservative as Professor R. M. Butler...” We can hardly hail this moment in 1936
as the turning point for the widespread acceptance of modernism by Irish architecture but in the terms of
dubiously charting the genealogy of a building, | would argue that Gropius’ visit is intimately connected with
the only surviving example of Michael Scott’s social housing architecture in Dublin’s city centre.
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This building, ffrench-Mullen
House of 1944 is a rectilinear
flat-roofedstructurecomprising
Ffrench Mullen House, Courtesy Iseult Kirwan thirteen flats whose front
elevation forms the street-line of Charlemont Street and is clad in fine tile panels and cement plaster.
Certainly the exterior of the building in terms of the fenestration, the stuccoed effect of render and tiles
and the flat roof echoes much of the architecture from the 1927 workers’ housing estate in Stuttgart,
Weissenhofsiedlung, and Gropius’ Konsumerverein in the Torten Estate near Dessau. It is clear that Scott’s
block is a superficial evocation of the much admired International Style, something to be gleaned easily
from British journals, for example. But what is interesting is reading this block as a consequence of Scott’s
liaison with Gropius in Dublin and both men’s reaction to the social housing blocks being designed by and
constructed under Dublin Corporation Housing Architect Herbert Simms during the period and until Simms’
untimely death in 1948. Scott recalls that Gropius “was horrified at the recent buildings, particularly the
flats Dublin Corporation was building. He couldn’t believe his eyes; he thought they were the world’s worst...
They were quite terrible those Corporation flats — | couldn’t agree more with Gropius.”

Such commentary enables us assume ffrench-Mullen House (the layout of the flats and the overall form
of the block) to be something of a retort to Simms’ blocks, initiated in no small part by the encounter with
Gropius. Where Simms’ blocks were clearly influenced in terms of material (brickwork], form (curved
corners etc.) and layout (courtyards, street facades) by the architecture of Amsterdam Expressionism,
Scott’s inspiration for ffrench-Mullen House comes from even more contemporary sources in Holland,
Germany and England. Also, Scott’s original design for the ffrench-Mullen scheme constitutes the second
phase of flats which were commissioned by a Public Utility Society (PUS) to re-house tenement dwellers in
the area of Charlemont Street. The first block, St Ultan’s Flats (demolished 2001, architect unknown at that
stage) was a larger inelegant structure and this second phase, commissioned in collision with Gropius’ visit
in 1936, planned by Scott and his then partner Norman Good, was much more in keeping with the pre-war
International Style aesthetic than the earlier phase.

There is an undoubted chicken-and-egg relationship between the lecture programme and trends in Irish
architecture, and this half-told tale of Gropius and Scott reduces the relationship into a knowable and linear
story. But what comes first? Impossible to answer, we can conclude that the relationship between the AAl's
cultural activity and the younger generation’s architectural production is intimately bound-up; one leads
into the other in a mobius strip correlation. What has become more obvious in the AAl's recent history, as
a national cultural body within a global distanceless world, is the Association’s tendency to react to the
contemporary architectural climate rather than to prescribe to it; so that the encounter with the invited
lecturer has already occurred through the pages of the glossy European journal long before the first-hand
happening of the lecture. Also obvious is that the impact of the immediate lecture can never be isolated
from the architect’s ongoing experience of new technologies and/or an occasional adventurous client and/
or experimentation with materials and/or travel incident and/or filmic-novel-artwork assimilation! In short,
the story of architectural influence is, as Harold Bloom proclaims, complexly woven:
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‘Influence’ is a metaphor, one that implicates a matrix of relationships — imagistic, temporal, spiritual,
psychological — all of them ultimately defensive in their nature.

Bloom’s metaphor is enriching, as it does not reduce the ‘lecture and architecture’ influence question to the
dualistic terms of cause/effect, respond/prescribe, chicken/egg or Gropius/Scott’s housing. The example of
the unwieldy spider-like connection between American critic Vincent Scully’s lecture to the Association on
11th April 1969 and Our Lady of Mount Carmel Church in Firhouse, County Dublin by John Meagher of De
Blacam and Meagher Architects a decade later, 1976-79, pushes Bloom’s matrix metaphor into architectural
practice. Unsurprisingly, much of Scully’'s address to the AAl (a repeat of a RIBA discourse) was taken
up with the championing of Robert Venturi’s architecture stating that, ‘Venturi is the most intelligent
spokesman and best architect of the new ‘with it’ world... Interestingly for us, Fr. Ronan Geary’s inaugural
presidential address to the Association a few years later in 1974 explains that Scully’s 1969 lecture was
the moment when the Irish architects may have been introduced to Venturi through the example of the
Guild House in Philadelphia, and as Geary says, the AAl audience were so shocked at its banality that they
decided to read Venturi’s writings. In fact, Scully’s visit to Ireland and his up-to-the-minute address followed
closely from Robert Venturi's seminal publication of Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture in 1966
by MoMA New York in which Scully wrote the foreword. Bearing such timing in mind, it is not implausible that
Scully’s presentation signalled the first exposure of Irish architects to Robert Venturi’s curious practice.

The central piece of this teleological puzzle linking Venturi to late 1970s Irish architectural production
resides in Geary’s own lecture which focuses on the need to adopt Venturi’s complexity/contradiction
building philosophy in Irish RC church design. He states that just as RC religion is contradictory with the
God who is three in one at the same time, then church architecture should not accept unequivocal choice
of liturgist or architect but should embrace everything from historic precedents to modern technologies,
and enable the mass which is both sacrifice and banquet, private and public prayer. His call for the Church
to acknowledge the billboard culture of the post-industrialist world pretty much coincided with the launch
by the Dublin Diocese of a major church architectural competition in 1976. Where Geary felt church design
must embrace the world as it is rather than create a simplified modernist version as it had been doing since
Vatican Il (1963) — ‘the Church must go out into the world and accept it as it is, warts and all, rather than
withdraw from it’ - the Diocese with Archbishop Ryan at the helm, needed to accommodate a sprawling
population with a limited budget. And along came the final strand in this contrived web in the form of young
architect John Meagher, to meet the Archbishop’s needs. Meagher, within his newly founded partnership
with Shane De Blacam, won the commission to design a new church for Firhouse, a burgeoning Dublin
suburb. Significantly, he had just returned from a stint working in Robert Venturi’s office in Philadelphia.

At first Meagher’s design and the church as built today seem a far cry from the detritus-celebrating image-
making architecture of the Venturi vernacular but pitching it in the terms of Geary’s adapted translation
of Venturi, the connection becomes clearer. At Our Lady of Mount Carmel church, the architect has
acknowledged in the first instance the void of landscape or non-place which was yet to happen but was
being developed alongside and after the arrival of the church in the late 1970s and into the 1980s. And so
his abiding imagery is the mosque in the desert. In Firhouse, like in traditional mosque design, the church is
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almost mute externally bearing only a cross on its entrance, which announces its religious and community
function. Then you move into a different world; inside a walled complex emerges a cruciform church at its
centre and four courtyard gardens contained between the external concrete walls and the glazed arms of
the Latin cross of the church. The explicit symbolism of the paradise garden and the medieval cloister are
evoked and importantly, Meagher’s design keeps the scale of the neighbouring ever-sprouting suburban
houses. This is a contradictory and largely introverted place where the courts act as complex transitional
spaces between the sacred community/city and the profane space of the suburban city beyond. We
are reminded of Geary’s words from 1974 and the connection between Vincent Scully’s lecture and the
suburban Dublin church ten years later is complete:

What matters is that we are dealing with complex mysteries, and we must be wary of reducing them
to mere problems. The architect’s job is to create the correct visual expression of such dualities, and
if Venturi is correct he will have many precedents for this in the architecture of the past, and a richer
solution will be the result.

Conclusion: celebrity outings

The two case studies of Gropius and ffrench-Mullen House and Scully and Our Lady of Mount Carmel Church
are digestible because of the canonical figures at either-end(s] of both narratives. Due to the exclusion of
myriad socio-cultural forces at play, the two examples are sustained by a reductive linearity with a starting
point (Gropius lecture and International Style, Scully lecture and Venturi] and a final point (Scott and
ffrench-Mullen, Meagher and Firhouse). As such, these lecture/influence paradigms are sustained by the
cult of personality underpinning modern since the seventeenth century] architecture.

Again, am | being too obvious to state in conclusion that the canonical figure attracts and that the key to
understanding the nature and role of the AAl lecture lies in celebrity culture? Certainly the Association aimed
high in its invitations and fiercely maintained a dialogue with significant British figures of architectural
culture who repeatedly addressed the AAI during the 1950s and 1960s such as Basil Spence, lan Nairn,
Philip Powell, G. E. Kidder-Smith, Myles Wright, and Kenneth Campbell. And then along came internationally
renowned figures like Myron Goldsmith of S.0.M., Denis Crompton of Archigram, James Stirling (twice),
Buckminster Fuller, Edgar Tafel, Louis Kahn and on, so that the AAl lecture-list at this mid-twentieth century
juncture read like a who's-who in contemporary architecture. It would seem that the Association has always
worked hard in pursuing the latest and greatest, as entries in the minute books of 1959 testify:

Alvar Aalto regretted that he could not come to Dublin until the autumn. Mr Cuffe proposed that this
opportunity should not be missed and had suggested a “honarim” of £25 plus expenses. Mr Purcell
suggested approaching the Arts Council. (9th April 1957)

A letter from Mies Van Der Rohe (sic) thanking the Association for the invitation to lecture but stating

that his schedule in London is very tight but if at all possible he would write and let us know if he can
come. (20th April 1959])
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The visit of the acclaimed architect Eric Mendelsohn occurred during Scott’s watch as AAl president in
1937 and can surely be credited as a central source for the design of his house Geragh (1938) and his
Shamrock Pavilion (1939, and significantly, also for Desmond Fitzgerald and team’s acclaimed Collinstown
Airport (1937-41). As discussed though, the presence of an international celebrity was and continues to
be something of a reflexive action; of course the accepted invitation means that more architects will be
exposed to the maestro but by virtue of being invited, the maestro would have already been on the younger
generation’s radar. Mendelsohn’s lecture and its subsequent reporting in The Irish Builder is demonstrative
of all of these conditions: the performance experience, the celebrity obsession and the reflexivity of the
invitation. As the president of the RIAI thanked Mendelsohn he said,

There were probably many present who considered that architecture in its recent phases tended to an
undesirable mechanisation and... it was all to the good that even those who differed in some degree
from Mr Mendelsohn’s outlook should have the privilege of making direct contact with men who were
world famous and learning at first hand their views.

Implicit in these celebrity show-and-tell monologues that are the AAl lectures, is the readiness and hunger
of Irish architects to hear about developments abroad. Richard Kearney observes that ‘Being surrounded by
water has always been viewed in one of two ways: as an insulating device against alien influence or as an
open exchange with other peoples and places.” As the lecture content has increasingly come to imply, Irish
architects through the AAl activity reacted against the ‘insulating device’ in the hope for ‘alien influence’ and
‘open exchange’. However in reality, and according to my oral history research, travel and journal exposure
have had infinitely more to do with open exchange and migratory influences than have studio-tuition and
RIAl addresses or AAl lectures. Of course there were insular periods, especially during the Second World War
when travel was not permitted, but from 1946 onwards all of the significant figures in the post-war history
of Irish architecture travelled either for work opportunities (Kevin Roche, Brian Hogan, Sean Rothery),
postgraduate studies (Cathal O’Neill, Robin Walker, Andrew Devane, Patrick Quinn, Jim Fehily, Peter Doyle,
Noel Dowley] or travel experience (Ronald Tallon, Kevin Fox, Wilfred Cantwell]. And curiously, not one of the
above architects has cited an AAl lecture as signalling an epiphany or even an inspirational moment.

So however we choose to record the built, critical or simply non reactions of the architectural community
to the AAl lectures, we may sum up that by virtue of their unbroken presence in Irish architectural culture
throughout the twentieth century (and incidentally, they survived the ‘rival’ lecture-programme of the
Building Centre in the early 1960s), they have presented Irish architecture with an invaluable source
of exposure and a consistent social meeting point. In mundane terms they might best be defined as
comfortable mid-week evening CPD (continued professional development]. In loftier terms they have been
the rhetorical site where the emerging generation played out its reactionary tendencies. But one thing is
certain, tangible reactions to them are always murky and unclear except perhaps in the instance of tomato-
throwing at the pomposity of one of the foreign critics!

Ellen Rowley is an architectural historian based in the School of Histories and Humanities, Trinity College Dublin. She
is currently researching a doctorate on the culture of Dublin architecture, 1945 - 1975 through the example of seminal
architectural competitions.
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