architiecture

Functions of |
Architecture

The RAIA has just held
its annual convention in
Brisbane. Here Michael
Keniger, lecturer in
Architecture at the
University of
Queensland, reports on
the talkfest.

Rodney Sheaves and
Penny Hammer offer
some observations
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Michael Keniger vather
The 1984 RAIA Convention was hosterd by the yHHWE
Queensland Chapter ar the Crest Hotel in Brisbane Jodhpur and demonst
between 16-19 June of

The title of the convention, "Functions of Architer

ture’, was intended to encourage a return o basics
and 1o suggest that a hard look should be taken at
the future direction of the profession. Given such
an ambition, the convention was remarkably sedute
with litthe passion or heated debate. This might
partly hive been due to the [mer that all the keynote
speakers were from overseas (il one mcludes the ex-
patriate Haig Beck) and that they wers largely in
greement with cach other, except perhaps lor the i house the semi-itinera
redoubtable Heno Cliviani, Australian architecture dlected and Forgotten Artists
figured little in what discusgion there was and | | |
delegates were left o ponder for themselve what
relevance the work and statemenis of the visitors
might have for their own practice and SITEATION
There some  disapgpointme Her
Romney’s last-minuts |
whiole balance of the that were to be discus:
and the unseasonable Brisbane rain incarcorated
the. delega i the somnewhar bland conference
suite of the Crest Hotel
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Renathi Kamath:

‘The psyche of India is
rooted deep in the ages of
the past — growing and
assimulating a multitude of
religious, social and cultural
streams of migration and
mfluences into being —

g, but
adapting and absorbing —
constantly increasing its
richness and vastness. . .

hardly rejecting

.. the buill form has alway.
emerged from the fusions of|”
the envirvonment into the
common consciousness of
the mind. It has never been
passing fancy of style or an
object fabricated by an
imdiidual as something
‘new’ and imposed on the
environmendt.

belore, 1T for pothing else, she will be remem bered
for pulling & complete house out of & bag, or rathes
for showing us a bag that was 2 housc. This was a
sort of enlarged saddlebag with ‘rooms’ for the
male and female possessions and a dewachabie kit
chen' satchel.

The input of abstraction and theory given by Hag
Beck and David Dunster provided & foil 10 the
architecture of humanism and social participation
They, mogether with Jackie Cooper, are the editors
of International Archatect uned hagl published o apecial
issue of the magazine on Austealian Architecture o
coincide with the conference

Beek provided a condensed view of Ausrealian
architecture that demonstrated his cditorial ability
more than his acuity His insistent advice
was to develop theory and research whilst in prac-
tive and yet he left most practitioners foundering as
w0 whit form this research might tuke. His further
encouragement of experimentation with ideas was

confounded by lavish prasse being given
it who guite dearly did sot experioieos aioall

Above all, he hit at oany argem;: the subicbe, and
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had 1o be siretched o include
that of Rex Addison and

Architect iy
tiom of ‘Modernism '
amuich erae work as
Andrew Meicall

Dayvid Dunster also rook great delight in dancing en
the grave of Post-Modernism and in denouncing
the amateir architecture of Churles Jencks aud the
uch as Roben
ature unil the

ed by architer

Slar status enjc
Stern, Deploring the practice of
rise of authorship of buildings, he Welt om (0 cetise
Post-Modern architects of having ‘lost the balls 1o
tackle the job in a serious and practical ‘manner”
He further suggested that true Post-Modernism

was alive and well in the “thirties, especially in Lon-
don with such work as High Point, the Finsbury
Health Centre and Connell's High and Over being
citedd. Carlo Scarpa was acknowledged for hos con
trol of detail aind construction, James: Stirling for
his ereation of o public space (interior of Stuttgarnt
Museum) fit for a democracy and Rossi was em-
braced for underraking architecrure as an intellec

act with the same ngour and discipline as Le

. -]
Corbusier. This session reccived o muted response
as' Post-Modernism  ai ch has not had a
stranglehold on Australian architecture and
1 suspicion that here was yet

perhaps there was al
another critic manipulating the work of
the sake of creating good copy

pthers for

The final keynote speaker, Henri Ciriani, gave an
excellent account of his work and his obsessions.
The severity and megalomania of his various
schemes for mass urban housing in and around
Paris contrasted completely with the gentler work of

other speakers. There were no concessions, “the
funetion of the architect is to give form' ‘archi-
tecrure must survive the society that creates it’, and

red his uncompromis-

similar statements unders

ing exploitation of formalism.

Although accepting the need to respond 1o context
and to the brief, made it clear that major
contributlon would be made by the architect’s
ghsessions! He listed his own obsessions as form,
elevational patterns, ‘bringing in the sky',
geornetry and colour. He advocated an architecture
and that would ensure
Contrasting his own starting point

he

of ‘pertinence ‘presence’
‘permanence
as one who loves the city with thar of Erskine us one
who loves the country, he nevertheless included
Erskine ad being on his side, ds bemg a true for
mualist at heart. Cliriani's optimism for the future of

architecture antd his unshakable delight m his own
work made a fitting end to the keynote sessions,
although much more debate might have oceirred
had he b ficlded as i speaker sirlier on

any resolutibn of their
Architeotiure
at the end of the three ¢

Few conferences end with

and the Functions ol

ing point
were still no dlenrer
the canvention than they were at the beginnir
rather lukewarm final debate gave each speaker o

chanee to restate his position but resulted in no puor-
poseful conclusion. Atempts from the Door to pro-
voke 8 more thoroughgoing discussion
deflecred by Ciriani as indications of either guilt or
barbarism on the part of the guestioners. He did,
however, offer one final bon Architects have
never ever belore been s uselul ag they are today’

were

In addition o the individual condbution of the
speakers, the 1984 convention will be remembered
for demaonstrating: how useful architects gin be 10
thirir society when workiog with ideas, commitment

and purpose
Fiaully, the organisers of the convenmion should be
thanked for theit work iy staging thn confoence

“hnd W lnvitiog ipenkers  of euEh calitite g

Alstribia T wq.u af some

budget subscription. for atndent groups \\Jlu!l en
sured that there were very many more students
than at other recent comveritions, This gan only be
for the good of the profession and it is hoped that
the practice will be contimaed in the foture

Penny Hammer

As a relative neweomer to architects and architec

ture, the convention was an eye-openet for me in
more wavs than one. For me. Athfield, Erskine,
Bock, Dunster, Kamath and Cirlani were n

mternationalist stance on the
ture

sh gourse in the
ictions of Architec

Each majsed striking points but gs the days wore on
golden threads began o emerge fom the maze of
and *forms’

“isms’, funchiong

[hreads which as an outsider looking in had in-
witively been developing as [ sat at my desk at the
Institute and mixed with members at meetings and

soctal functions

Cliriani gave me my starting point with his three P's
nce ani pertinence
ni'i’l~

— *If your busldmgs have pre
then they will have perma

Presence and pertinence, cchoes of Haig Beck's
address in which he stated that 'buildings must
relate to the society it observey o merely in-
dulge an emotion inone's work withoul providing a
sorcial functional building s 1o cultivate isolationism

architects must practise social research if the

built environment is to move forward’

Haig's thoughts were aguin reinforced by Renathi
Kamath's address. Renathi is a 29-year-old archi-
tect from Delhi who is currently involved in rehous-
ing 400 Indian artists living in a tent squat outside
Delht

Her work is a reflection of an architect engaged in
social rescarch. For over a year Renathi has been at
the sguat observing the sleeping, cating, storing
and individual spac inl regquirements of each family.

Befare sketching her rehousing plan she consulted
the different groups of artists from the rai and bear
the puppeteers, the snike charmers
through 1w the poets. Each group sketched the
fucitde of their ideal house and Renathi transtated
thig into u practical and exciting mud brick design.

trainers,

Because the houses will be wade of mud brick the

people will be able to thange their environrient us

s bue, relevince 1| g

their lifestyle changes

Renathi’s approsch to her work 15 & direct reflection
of Athficld's philosophy . ‘My whole design process
enubles @ building to evolve, a building should be
able to change if it i3 to cvolve'

And 5o from the key thoughis of presence, per-
tinence, social research, relevance, working with
people. Buildings in a constant state of change as
people’s needs change — the thread emerges —
that the archiicct must be a professional who is in
touch with the public the
mernbers of that public wish o be reflected in their
buildings.

aned understands how

Ihrough my daily work at the Institute | see young
architects struggling o make a living, s sful
architects who can quote 'isms’ but canno com-
.lrﬂ.l"'

mimicate how their design serves their client,
wects who are out of touch with their local com-
mumitics and journalists who despair over architects
who cannot translate the purpose of architecture

mto gimple termy for their readers

Consider this sehering thought from Uttam Jain,
Tadin has o populution of 800 million and £ 000
practising architects”. 1 say, ‘Australin has o
population of 15 million and 4 500 practising
architects

Therefore . my mmnd if an architect wishes to

financially survive an Australia he/she must have
nee to the man in the street. Not only must
the archileet be known for brillisnt oon-residential

work,

How many people

bt also redide

0 can say what

architect does e can belp tham?

My thusghis from the conferenes are thit architects
cannor o W oeouch * iiteciure’ in esster
fernis b tiose wuisids the j:rulz!.lluu Elv rnase they

ulation ar perialy,

Brishane 1s a delightful settng for a conference
The winding mucldy river, the wooden houses on
stilty with their wide verandahs and lattice
the tropical downpours and lush vegetarion. all
could be the ation of a Conracd novel — Heart of
Bharkness vr Lord fim. An equatorial torp
Brishane people move slowly

work

0T pervadss

the city ralk less

There i o country innocence about the place

As expected, hospitality during the convention was
pgenerous and Brisbane members ol
apened. their hommes to the interstate ¥

The Queenstand Chapter [nced an unpossible sk
te host the RAIA convention which would follow
the enormousty successful *Conflict” conference in
Sydney in 1983, 'Conflict” was a mile
history of the RATA. Inevitably unfair comparisons
would be made and one sympathised with the
Cueenslanders

e in the

‘Functions of Architecture’ was a different con-
ference from that held in Sydney, Tt was laid back
— coneord rather than conflict i con-
ference needs o be provocative, (0 excite some ten

sion and dispute in order to be stimulating and
there was & blandness about the Brisbane meeting
which was disappointing. Yet the theme promised
muih: o retum w the heroic iod of Modernism,
a que ng of the indulgences of Postmoderniim,
a style war of Mods vs Postmods.

However,

keynote
speakers, a strong
Posrmodernist An
alternative view might have been 1;nn-:Ht'r|[rd from
the floar rlllrmqque‘«:m-: time and the panel session,
bitat of the conference par-
ticipants seemed 10 be one of awed and uneritical
arceptance, despite  the ||u|:5r||m.|]ﬂv asgertiond
made by some keynote speakers. The kind of
crossfice which occurred between Helmut Jahn and
Peter Murray at the ‘Conflict’
missing

Perhaps the fault lay in the choice of
inostly  Modernist, without
viewpoint heing representod

the attitude o

confirence was

The keynote speakers themselves were outstanding
anil the conference organt t be applanded
for bringing together such & collection of talent. 1
know from ecxperience that this is not easy to

arrange
The usual opening by a politician was deemed to be
NELESSAryY, Chris Hurford, Comtnonwealth
Munister for Houging and Construction,

aned

guve the

e pwction jof the |

introductory address. His comments about
Hiwke Government's concern for preserving the
| National Estate rang hollow to Sydney listeners

the

aware of that Government's involvement in the
destruction of the classified University and Schools
Club building. However, hiz announcerment ol n

program of co-ordinared and focused research for
the building industry was well received

Of the keynote speakers, Tan Athfield from New
Zealand gave his usual amusing Fred Dagg, boy-
from-the-bush performance, His  Aamboyunt
Gaudi-csque houses are establishing yardsucks for
architecture in New Zealand, Athficld defights in
confronting  knd winning  battles  with
bureaucracy in that tight litte country

the

Ralph Erskine spoke of his work in Sweden. His is
regional archileeture orented to the needs of the
whole community and to the elfect of the Scandina-
cycle on Swedish living, Unlike
Athfield; Erskine welcomes Government planning
regulations as essential guidelines for construiction
Uitam Jain from described  his as
technology ' architecture. His work i Jodhpur and
Udaipur is also regional and functionalis, drawing
on traditional designs and  using uldJ_:,:'Julu_t
miterials, in a country where 70% of the people
live in a rural setring

vian  climate

India ‘no

Haig Beck and David Dunster from Infernatiomal
Archilert gave an o the
ference. Beck, Brisbane's feisty Local Hero,
received by the Queensianders as a prodigal son
made good. He spoke of architecture as-a culiural
enterprise, with a function to ameliorate the social

ncademic burnish

com-
was

IJIII'“[.i‘lll Hl)‘ iwlngl‘lng comments on |hl'
Australian scene had all the signs of bemg hased on
a whirlwind visit, and his throwaway oneliners,
while entertaining, v often unsubstentined and
revealed the shallowness ol some of his observa
tions. Beck referred (o the street culture, ‘the
culture ' of o stion’, and conviviality which

emerges from high-density living but could not find
any in Sydney or Melbourne. Indeed Beck dismiss-
Svdney Melbouwrne as  anti-intellectual
subirbisg, Brishane as
very well

ed el

hedoniatic SAW

Australin's anly hope. This went down
with the Queensland participanis,

Beck of course is u journalist, Dunster by contrast s
an academic and his address was witty and erudite,
with stromg evidenee for his assertions, Pumsrer
argued the best case against Postmodornimm,
criticising its Lok of public responsibility, the
abietrce of W ihetretical basis, and its fmitativencas
= eonmuming afl thg myles u‘?mapan

his public h.l_mlg projects bl.llll in Ihr subizrtiz of
These are heavy geometric buildings with
tiled extenors and bold use of primary colours
Civiani le concerned with linear horizontality,
bridging ‘and geomatry. Massive public-housing
complexes are the norm in France, but one wanders
the sociological results of accommodating
familics in large  projects.  Nevertheless,
Ciriani's work is very exciting.

Paris

about
‘““'jl

Ax well ag the keynote addresses, the conference in-
cluded workshops on computer practice  and
Queensland  architecture, and a  seminar
Renathi Kamath of Tndia whose talk on her hous-
ing project ar Delhi was probably more interesting
than the keynote addresses, Robin Gibson con-
ducted a wour of the Queensland Performing Arts
Centre

with

conference well  attended and  the

The
Queenslund Chapter must be congratulated for
eheir excellent organisation, &
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