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Introduction

Much is felt - and said - about the qualities of the very diverse products of architectural design, with which we
are constantly confronted.

A particular architectural object or built environment may be considered beautiful / attractive / exciting / surprising
/ interesting / nice / familiar / boring / ugly / silly / strange / ridiculous / disgusting / disgraceful / criminal, to name
but a few of the possible categories of public ‘appreciation’. 

Our judgements concerning a building’s aesthetic qualities tend to be quick and our opinions outspoken.
However, there often seems to be relatively little ‘objective’ justification for such assessments, particularly when
the “how and why?” questions are posed. 

If one tries to get ‘behind’ what constitutes an individual’s appreciation, things tend to become murky. Apparently
it is not an easy thing to explain how architecture is ‘experienced’, even amongst a group of people who basically
agree about the ‘merits’ of a certain design. 

Why?

Buildings are relatively complex things. On the one hand they are so familiar that they hardly arouse any special
interest, but on the other hand there is quite a lot to ‘take in’. 

Perception is guided by experience, it is dynamic and selective, whereby it is apparently difficult to unravel the
intertwiningi ‘threads’ which together constitute the overall impression. 

This contribution explores the perspectives for research by design and explores ways towards structuring design
conceptions. The intention of this ‘work in progress’ is to create a framework for focused, designerly variation
and comparison which may throw light on the workings and effects brought about by design decision-making.

Design(erly) approaches

Our judgements involving issues of design tend to be guided by ‘feelings’ which are not easily rationalised. For
designers - and particularly for people learning and teaching design - this is a problem. There is a need to
understand what the relevant options are and what the effects of design interventions might be, in order to
know how people, confronted with the results of the designer’s toils, may be expected to undergo such
creations, often day in day out... 
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For this reason academics have an obligation to disentangle the maze of compositional issues which are
fundamental to design, for the sake of understanding how built environments ‘come across’.

In their work, designers (either consciously or subconsciously) address a variety of formal themes in order to shape
new architectural objects and environments, such as: order and contrast; size and proportion; rhythm and
(inter)space; symmetry and asymmetry; symbol and ornamentation; exploiting the expressive qualities of materials
and the effects of light and colour. 

If we wish to extend the range of design oriented research, then methods have to be found - or developed -
which do justice to the kind creative variation which is a characteristic of (architectural) design composition. 

New opportunities for innovative and imaginative design research may be offered by integrating active forms of
designerly enquiry into research.ii In this context the term ‘designerly’ is used consciously, rather than ‘design’,
to indicate a way of thinking which may lead to a design result, but might also be made instrumental in research
activities.

It is generally only possible to learn from design processes afterwards, whereby the end product can all to easily
seem like a ‘natural’, unavoidable outcome. 

The problem is there are few designers who conscientiously document the intellectual development of their plans
and for most academics it is difficult to ‘grope’ what goes on in the iterative design loops leading up to the
eventual end product. However, it is the kinds of judgements made during a design process from which we may
learn what is behind the concretised spatial object we perceive. A possible approach is to set up more or less
‘controlled’ design exercises with the ambition to learn rather than to build.iii Such studies may be carried out
by actively involving design practitioners or students. The disadvantage of students may be their lack of
experience, but this is often compensated generously by their open-mindedness and inquisitiveness, as well as
their willingness to share discoveries and insights. There is a lot to be said for active ‘laboratory’ approaches within
educational environments, whereby designerly activity is made instrumental in such a way that results can be
compared and analysed relatively systematically. This can lead to further insights into the issues of composition
and perception, as well as the ways in which design tasks are approached. 

In recent years the Delft Form & Media Studies group has developed a series of design driven workshops, such as
the TUD Variations, discussed elsewhere.iv Such exercises tend to be most effective if a clear ‘game’ situation is
devised beforehand, with clearly defined tasks and constraints. For this aim the author has developed a
framework in which eight design driven approaches are identified, four of which are more reflective and four
types of study that involve active designerly activity.v

Composition

Designing a built environment involves creating a spatial and material arrangement of elements, which together
may be perceived as an integral whole. The identifiable, constituting parts should somehow ‘harmonise’ within
a the overall ensemble: a synthesis of spaces, forms, materials and tangible details, experienced in dynamic
perspective. 

Amongst the many metaphors used to describe the working methods of design, the designer as an orchestrator
and conductor of a ‘piece’ with many ‘parts’ may be useful.vi

What kinds of ‘instruments’ do designers (learn to) use in order to pull off such a task?
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One might say that the ‘true’ devices of design are the building materials from which the end product to be
constructed. The realm of design activity as a virtual building site? 

It is undoubtedly true that architectural design has a lot to do with creating the conditions for its ‘concretisation’.
However, this only part of the story, as the designer also has all kinds of other considerations in mind: such as
setting the scene for human interaction and patterns of use, creating an atmosphere emotional well-being and
to achieve a work of soundness, durability and … elegance. 

Designers are inclined to take a view forward, towards an ‘end’ product. They thereby apply their knowledge and
insight in a pragmatic way, but also intuitively, inclined to ‘bend the rules’ for aesthetic effect whenever they
consider it necessary. Such ‘poetic licence’ may be at the root of persistent objections to architectural design and
affiliated forms of research coming from conventionally inclined academics. However, it is precisely this tension
between logical and aesthetic considerations that makes architectural compositions so complex - and therefore
so challenging...

Designing is clearly not a ‘scientific’ activity, although it is ‘empirical’ in the sense that it follows a path of ‘trial
and error’. An iterative development processvii which is both rational and creative, drawing from a wide range
of knowledge and experience, concerning technical, practical and cultural aspects. 

In order to give shape to the designer’s notions concerning the work in progress, there is a constant flow of
notations: drawings, models, schemes and sketches (and combinations of these) in order to conjure up and
communicate visions. Various options are developed, tested, jettisoned or refined, in relation to the overall
composition, in what is essentially an imaging process. Temporary and definitive choices need to made to bring
the design onto a higher level of ‘definiteness’.

Just as a musical composer can only play parts of the composition at a time – a general theme or a separate
instrumental motif – and has to imagine the complete piece as it would be played before an audience, so the
architectural designer dwells in the realm of the mind experiment until the building is completed and becomes
‘public’ property.

How this is done can vary enormously. There are theoreticians who would like to prescribe design methods, but
the designers themselves are inclined to resort to their own, preferred working methods. There does not seem to
be a general, recognisable path towards the ‘correct’ solution. This lack of recognisable, rigorously applied
‘method’ has contributed to the persistent mystification of design, all to often presented as an impenetrable
‘black box’. 

No matter how we consider design, at the heart of it there is to be found an attitude of inquisitive, associative
alertness. A ‘frame of mind’ in which logical and creative considerations are fused. An intellectual and sensory
state for which the Japanese have coined the phrase “Kansai”.viii

Pattern and Variation

In many ways designerly enquiry involves a kind of ‘balancing act’.

In this context the designer is not to be considered as a kind of ‘high wire’ artist, walking a thin nine between
one extreme and the other, but the one who makes choices on different levels between possible conditions.
These choices are seldom straightforward: a choice between one condition or the other… 
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The kinds of choices which need to be made in design tend to be ambivalent. This does not mean that they are
not ‘real’ choices, but that they tend to involve determining the correct mixture of factors. In other words not a
question of choosing exclusively for A or B, but of determining the proper combination of A and B…

In this respect it is worth (re)considering the concept of ‘Twin Phenomena’, as introduced by TeamX member Aldo
van Eyck: 

“ I will mention the problem of the in-between realm. The in-between realm constitutes
that place where false alternatives are no longer false, but become twin-phenomena. My
idea of twin phenomena sort of loops through my thinking and anything I try to build. That
is the absolute refusal to …(accept the splitting of) … twin phenomena into incompatible
halves of which each half has no meaning. There are hundreds of twin phenomena which
all belong together as brothers and sisters – one / family; inside / outside; closed / open;
motion / rest; change / constancy; small / large; many / few; mass / space etc. – you can just
carry on. 

So what I think we should do first of all, is to persuade these hard, narrow borderlines
between one world and the next, between this place and the next place, between this
moment and the next moment, between this person and another person, to persuade this
narrow borderline, to loop generously into an in-between realm”ix

So, in design it is frequently not a question of making ‘hard’ choices, but of determining the right combination
of phenomena which exist by the grace of their thematic counterpart: the balance between openness and
closedness, lightness and darkness, mass and space, inside and outside, etc..

Similarly there are aesthetic considerations at play whereby it is a matter of determining the interplay between
less concrete compositional aspects. These are not necessarily ‘opposites that attract’, but can be considered as
coupled conceptions. Some examples of such ‘linked’ conditions the designer needs to choose a position in an
in-between realm:

unity and variety
truth and character 

structure and material
convention and invention
coherence and contrast

totality and detail 
reduction and complexity
expression and suggestion

Spatial and material compositions are seldom simple. 
They offer aspects to be discovered on different levels, within a complex ‘whole’. The actual feelings aroused
will differ per individual and will be influenced by knowledge, experience and (cultural and personal) preferences. 
The balance between too little and too much information, between deprivation and overkill, is what makes a
built environment attractive to perceive and experience.

In the words of environmental psychologist P.F. Smith: 

“Aesthetic success demands that orderliness wins, but not too easily. There has to be
sufficient complexity to make the perception of unity a worthwhile mental achievement.”x
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Structuring Conceptions

It may have become clear that the appreciation of a design product is influenced by the interactive perception
of it as a totality, but also as a configuration of constituting parts, which – as details – can be considered as
‘compositions within the composition’. 

Clearly, a successful composition is not simply a sum of parts. Nonetheless, in order to understand the workings
of the ensemble it is necessary to identify its parts – on different levels. 

How to approach an artefact which is in principle intended as a synthesis? 

One way may be to virtually deconstruct the design, to thereby study certain parts of the composition in relation
to each other and to subsequently re-construct these, to get an impression of how they interact. 

In this context it can be worthwhile to think in terms of symbiosis in design, a design concept introduced by Kisho
Kurokawa.xi The idea of ‘co-existence’ of compositional entities in a state of mutual benefit allows for ways to
study combinations of distinguishable parts and to see how they strengthen each other within the design as a
totality.

To be able to do this it is essential to identify relevant issues. 

For this aim I propose the construction of a ‘model’ for the classification design(erly) conceptions.

In this structure the following three ‘major’ levels would identified:
• Form;
• Surface;
• Detail.

Two ‘determining’ factors would as it were be positioned between these:
• Structure;
• Materialisation.

The ‘setting’ for the design ensemble would be determined by the specific factors:
• Context;
• Information.

The following framework gives an overview of these interrelated levels of design invention, whereby an
indication is given of their relative ‘scales’ and ‘domains’ order and formal specification:

Context (1 : 1000 / 1 : 500) place
Form (1 : 200 / 1 : 100) object
Structure (< >) organisation
Surface (1 : 50 / 1:20) arrangement
Material (< >) articulation
Detail (1 : 10 / 1 : 5) feature
Information (1 : 1 / Legend) symbol

An concise indication of the kinds of conceptions which might be considered as ‘parts’, within the arrangement
as a whole, to be ordered and given form in relation to each other: 
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Context : Situation, Orientation, Programme.
Form : Geometry, Shape, Combination, Plasticity, Border.
Structure : System, Measure, Construction, Framework, Wall.
Surface : Façade, Motif, Pattern, Rhythm, Balance. 
Materialisation : Product, Dimension, Profile, Bond, Treatment.
Detail : Component, Connection, Joint, Ornament, Colour.
Information : Sign, Decoration, Change, Patina.

Designerly enquiry has to do with the taming of complexity and the creation of transparency, for the benefit
of insight.

Design driven study approaches involve recognising patterns and identifying the opportunities and effects of
variation. Within an assemblage of constituting elements, such ‘parts’ need to be characterised on the basis of
their specific qualities as well as by the way in which they enhance both each other within the composition as
a unity. 

Synthesis and Symbiosis…
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