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Introduction
I shall show a few recent beautiful and stimulating glass structures and buildings. However, I
would like to place them within a broader picture about architecture and urbanity today.
Leaves in the garden at the Fluy House 1976

I will try to explain why I believe, and indeed hope,
that we are on the cusp of a new paradigm, a
seriously important new movement in urbanity and
architecture whose visual aesthetic will be
multifarious – derived from a synthesis of science and
ethics, and the creative desire of man to express
himself unselfishly.
This opposes recent architectural ’isms’, especially
superficial and selfish architecture that gratifies itself
on hyperbole - the first, the biggest, the latest, the
most innovative - when in reality they represent
media and consumer induced self-aggrandisements.
Intelligent, social and selfless architectural expression capable of the most marvellous and
spiritually uplifting structures has to challenge turn-of-the century stunt-making architectural
gymnastics. The insatiable appetite for ‘the new, the different’ and the unique identity or
image that drives the present economy of the so-called developed world does not have to be
sacrificed in the search for radical improvement in social and environmental conditions.
I will address five questions,
1.
How does our intellectual heritage shape our actions?
2.
What are we thinking about today?
3.
How are we behaving as designers?
4.
How should we design today – innovate or die?
5.
How should we make things?
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How does our intellectual heritage shape our actions?
The Portland Vase at British Museum
Cameo-glass vessels were probably experiments when the blowing technique (discovered in about
50 BC) was still in its infancy. Research has shown it was made by the dip-overlay method,
whereby an elongated bubble of glass was partially dipped into a crucible (fire-resistant
container) of white glass, before the two were blown together. After cooling, the white layer
was cut away to form the design.

I want to step back 2,500 years in order to hint at the origins of our present discomfort of
having to live with apparent contradictions, and in particular how that remaining part of homo
sapiens sapiens has to face up to and find ways of taming a rampant homo faber and homo
consumeris.
The Greeks sought to reconcile the ideas of ‘perpetual change and eternal becoming’ put
forward by Heraclitus with those of the ‘unchangeable being’ of Parmenides. The outcomes
were to have a profound impact upon the development of our western society. The paradox was
resolved when the Greeks thought of the atom as the inert fundamental unchangeable ‘being’,
yet which, moved by undefined forces (spirits) could combine with other atoms to generate
change. The wholeness of life had been split between spirit and matter, between body and
soul; and investigations of the human soul and ethics, rather than materials, dominated
western thinkers and society until the renaissance when a renewed interest in matter and the
natural world occurred. Descartes gave a subtle new dimension to it with the idea of mind and
matter. He separated man from nature, the subject from the object. Rather than finding
ourselves at one with nature, Descartes, perhaps inadvertently, opened a path towards a world
where man thought himself more important than nature, and which consequently justified
man’s actions in exploiting its riches for the benefit of man.
Meanwhile, in other regions of the world there was no such apparent split. Ways of living,
beliefs not religions, such as Buddhism and Taoism in the East bear witness to this and describe,
much as Heraclitus did, the cyclical nature of change.
In the last few hundred years our western ways have impacted upon the traditions of other
cultures and upon the nature of the planet we share. At the risk of over-simplification, the
history of geographic expansionism seems to have a predictable sequence. First come spies
(historically the priests) followed by soldiers to take the territory that allows merchants to
exploit and finally artists arrive (if at all) to question or comfort. Outer Space seems to be
following the same trajectory. Urbanism and Architecture is not isolated from this cycle. And in
this cycle lies the idea of progress.
Civilisation, according to the late American social
anthropologist, Stanley Diamond, may be regarded as
a system in internal disequilibrium; technology or
ideology or social organisation are always out of joint
with each other - that is what propels the system
along a given track. Our sense of movement, of
incompleteness, contributes to the idea of progress.
To put it another way, when we are able to
appreciate the way the world is really working, it is
never quite the way we would like it to be working
and this is why making a better future is so
challenging.
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I think it is clear that the paradigm I am referring to is far more than some architectural style.
Also, I hope to show that it has to be more than the conventional notion of sustainable
architecture or development. It has to recognise a world that has already urbanised and is
globalising with little evident shared humanity.
For those of us living in economically powerful post-industrial societies it is about a
fundamental change in the way we think, behave towards each other, design and make things.
What are we thinking about today?
Recalling Descartes again,” I think therefore I exist (am).”
homo faber, “ I think therefore I make.”
homo consumeris, “I buy therefore I am”
homo sapiens sapiens, “I exist therefore I care”.
Our individual and collective thinking is sandwiched
between a moral environment full of bureaucratic
rules and regulations telling us how to behave (and to
design) and a moral vacuum where international
agencies acting on behalf of our conscience cost us
the occasional coin dropped into an Amnesty or
Greenpeace collection box or envelope. Then we
proceed to consume their moral actions through the
reports in the media in much the same way that we
consume the products of our technology.
We are, ironically, becoming less responsible for our lives, not more so. In the West we have
become the product of our own economic thinking to the point where financial reward can be
obtained from being irresponsible, from not caring for others or our environment. The decline
in the only lifelong relationship we have – the family - is paralleled in the rise of an increasingly
contractual and litigious social world.
Mumbai water pipe

The quality of life is strained, and most people cannot
choose or control it. This leads to a sense of
alienation, of loneliness. Not in the sense of not
having people around (for our urbanisation contradicts
this) but in the sense of seeing ourselves as more than
vessels of blood, held together by bones and skin –
vessels containing a spirit of life that may suggest to
us an idea of the point of life, a point or moment
when life gives us a sense of its richness, of meaning
or value. Surviving what life’s chance puts in front of
us is the reality for most people and finding time to
make sense of its complexities is compounded in a
process
of
urbanisation
whose
in-migration
destabilises both city and countryside.
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Olafur Eliasson’s The Weather Project 2003

Martin Jacques wrote recently1 of the family as the central
site of intimacy as expressed between family members.
“Intimacy is a function of time and permanence, and rests on
mutuality and unconditionality and is rooted in trust. As such
it is the antithesis of the values engendered by the market.”
Intimacy belongs, as does love, in the realm of the spirit, not
of the body or matter – and it is becoming more elusive.
Let’s not delude ourselves. We live in an age of quantity not
quality, of individualism not community and it is so evident all
around us. We live to produce, consume and to waste. Life
without meaning becomes shopping.
The shift from settled to dynamic communities where the void
of community life is filled with the artifice of the media is
slowly reducing our sensitivities towards each other.
It only takes one generation to really care and we have a real chance for positive change.
Similarly it takes only one alienated generation satiated on technological media-game-playing
and voyeuristic gratification growing up with a decreasing experience of stable human
relationships within which a sense of security, love, care and sharing are nurtured for our hopes
of seeing a better world to all but vanish. Most of my generation has lived as if there was no
tomorrow, but there are also many who have sensed its loss of soul, questioned the meaning of
progress and wanted to do something about the loss of values.
Ecology Gallery 1989

Our mental structures were honed over millions of years of living
in small tribal groups, and we bring the same structures to bear
on an existence that has changed materially, however we
measure it, by several orders of magnitude. The rate of
technological progress towards the (apparent) mastery of nature
bears no relation to the rate at which human social evolution can
keep pace with the consequences.
Our western capitalist culture continues to deny the natural
environment by exploiting it. The rape of nature’s resources to
make money in order that we can measure growth through GDP is
still totally embedded in our society’s idea of civilisation.
Our culture is dominated by economics and by economists who
are not sufficiently engaged with creating methodologies that
embrace the needs of the wider natural environment, or of the
poor.
Economic growth has been dependent on the political and industrial exploitation of scientific
investigation and upon exploiting individuals within society. The individual economic effort is
now so divorced from life that it is not surprising that so many people long for recognition
within a group outside of the workplace.
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In 1967, Robert Kennedy2 wrote in a text entitled “The American Environment”:
Limehouse Beach 2004

“And let us be clear at the outset that we will find
neither national purpose nor personal satisfaction in a
mere continuation of technical progress, in an endless
amassing of worldly goods. We cannot measure
national spirit by the Dow-Jones average or national
achievement by the gross national product.
For the gross national product includes our pollution
and advertising for cigarettes, and ambulances to
clear our highways of carnage. It counts special locks
for our doors and jails for people who break them.
The gross national product includes the destruction of
redwoods, and the death of Lake [Erie]. It grows with
the production of napalm and missiles and nuclear
warheads, and it even includes research on the
improved dissemination of bubonic plague. The gross
national product swells with equipment for the police
to put down riots in our cities; and though it is not
diminished by the damage these riots do, still it goes
up as slums are rebuilt on their ashes.
It includes Whitman's rifle and Speck's knife, and the
broadcasting of television programs which glorify
violence to sell goods to our children.”
Ian Ritchie Architects projects – design approach to energy sustainability 1

Fluy House 1976

Eagle Rock House 1981

La Villette Cité des Sciences

1981

Our culture is driven by competition not altruism, which in turn produces an aggressive rough,
tough and fast world in which matter matters, and fewer and fewer seem to benefit.
Many designers have become preoccupied with the amount, nature and ultimate life of this
matter and how it affects our environment.
We seldom achieve progress in a universally agreed sense - the term is too loaded politically,
since many of our notions of progress are achieved at the expense of the quality of life of
others elsewhere in the world. Progress is fundamentally a journey of the individual, and all
will measure it differently.
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Progress is inconsistent with a defined end.
It is, therefore, difficult to find a consensual definition in a global society.
More fundamentally, since the notion of progress exists in our definitions as a way of measuring
where we are in some abstract continuum,it becomes a direction marker, a signpost indicating
distance, or a speedometer, by which to navigate and predict our "estimated time of arrival" at
different stages of our lives.
The problem is to know when we have arrived.
Ian Ritchie Architects projects – design approach to energy sustainability, architecture 2

National Maritime Boat Museum 1984

Terrasson 1992

Daours primary School 1993

Stockley Park 1989

At this point, we have eliminated the sense of differential by which we can judge our position
or direction - it's a bit like having a compass to find the North Pole. When you get there you
lose all sense of direction.
So the end goal of progress has constantly to be redefined, and this process is part of a critical
review of our advances since we last defined the goal.
The idea of progress is also bound up with the polarization between optimist and pessimist those who can embrace the future, and deal with uncertainty, as opposed to those whose
insecurity drives them to cling to what they think they know. Often, we have the impression of
twentieth century attitudes to progress and the future as being characterized by optimism, and
above all, certainty. Only recently has there been sustained and significant reference to doubt
the essential goodness of the direction in which the developed world was "progressing".
Architectural Modernism grew out of this and was underpinned by a desire to share the fruits of
progress through new housing, educational and welfare facilities with as many people as
possible.
This was the last real architectural movement that was founded on an idea more fundamental
than finding a new superficial or spatial aesthetic.
Ian Ritchie Architects projects – design approach to energy sustainability, architecture 3

Leipzig Glass Hall 1993

London International Regatta Centre 1993-99
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Crystal Palace Concert Platform 1996

Plymouth Theatre Royal Production Centre 1997

The new paradigm is also predicated on the notion of sharing – not the fruits of a limitless fossil
fuel economy, but on the understanding that we share this planet with each other and with all
life, and that every one of our actions affects our environment.
How are we behaving as designers?
All that’s left of nature, Canary Wharf 2003

Sustainable, like the word environment, is so general
a term, interpreted and appropriated by all types of
governments, companies, institutions and agencies, as
to render it almost meaningless. And architects are
often principal actors in presenting environmentallycoated images of sustainable architecture – as such an
appearance can be a useful caché today to help
secure a commission.

Fluy House 1976

I think that most designers believe that they are
essentially doing good. Nowadays, when we attempt
to solve a problem or derive a design solution we try
to expand our analyses to include a more complex
global vision of interdependence. But in simple terms,
most of us believe that a sustainable approach is one
which gets more value out of less material, pollutes
less, wastes less and recycles more and does not
reduce the next generation’s choices. This is
relatively naïve, but in the absence of a more
profound approach we struggle along. The origin of this approach was the oil crisis of the midnineteen seventies and a gradual realisation that fossil fuels might just run out some day. Our
need for and dependency upon fossil fuels, particularly oil, makes us insecure. So if we can use
less of it and find renewable alternatives then we can feel more secure because we will be
more independent. If this is the basis for the promotion of alternative energy, to have more
independence, then one must hope that this renewed confidence will not seek more
expansionism but altruism.
At the moment, the contradictions between helping to create a more intelligent world in which
moral and social justice rather than economic justice prevails and producing architecture
within the current economic model are inescapable.
© Ian Ritchie – November 2004 - Design Ethics and Innovation

8

This is the principal conundrum that has concerned me since I began my own practice in 1976.
Eagle Rock 1981

I am aware that one can try to make the built
environment more visually and spatially attractive;
that one can express a need to de-process and decontaminate the manufacture, distribution and
consumption of building materials and energy in the
interest of conserving natural resources and reducing
toxin emissions, and I have even found a ‘visual’
statement – a metaphorical intelligence through this
way of thinking and designing. However, this cannot
hide the underlying local and global social trends that
more and more people are feeling disenfranchised.
There is no doubt, that as the world feels smaller, there is not only a mutual
assimilation of cultural activity – banal as much of it appears to be – but also a
subversion of differences through the products we design – whether they be
international architectures that have no contextual or aesthetic frontiers, or
mobile visi-phones. One might even suggest that there has been a blurring of
eastern and western aesthetics.

The unforgettable title of Ian McHarg’s book, ‘Design
with Nature’, published in 1969, represents in many
ways my approach to design. This has perhaps more in
common with the traditional aesthetics of the East
[where I spent some time in 1970], which does not
seek to impose form upon the landscape but to allow
it to emerge from it; not to control it but to be part
of it; and not to assert one’s own identity but to be
absorbed by the environment.
Terrasson 1992

Western capitalism has been absorbed into Far East
economic culture and has now entered China’s
commercial communist culture. For the people of
these countries and their cultures, the invasive power
of recent western economic thinking has also had a
destabilising effect on their design culture.
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Culling Road 1991

In architecture, the spread of modernism, brutalism
and hi-tech aesthetics reflected the globalisation of
architectural style that occurred during the 20th
century. And similarly personal products - the car,
bicycle, DVD player, clothing – finding differences is
becoming more difficult. The cultural difference is
becoming invisible to the eye, but perhaps not in the
mind. It is here that the soul or spirit of place and
object resides.

Concert Platform 1996

With this globalisation, which we find at its most
banal in fast food, fast movies and fast games, is
there about to be a backlash from designers? Can we
see the signs that suggest a new tendency - less
towards even more banality more towards a creative
syntrophy from cultural differences – that will
produce new aesthetic diversity, that express a
revitalised sense of being and meaning.

WHAT IS THE COLOUR OF THE WIND?
Can architects and engineers help to produce this?
Or, is our work, like that of product designers, in the end simply to be consumed because our
designs are more attractive to the client, who is after all the first consumer of our
architecture?

Where the compass is pointing now?

The tragedy is that design in our present society
remains judged, both qualitatively and quantitively by
the question – Does it attract the consumer? We
designers may think that we have more noble
standards – of providing functional artefacts that are
environmentally and culturally sensitive - but are we
deluding ourselves? Do we actually need most of the
things we design? Do they simply serve to perpetuate
the status quo?

© Ian Ritchie – November 2004 - Design Ethics and Innovation

10

Triangle towards sustainability

Humanity and intelligence have as much to do with
the process of decision-making and progress as the
tangible artefacts that result from our application of
science, technology and economics to matter.

How should we design today – innovate or die?
The question is based upon the assumption that our ecological and socioeconomic
irresponsibility cannot continue. There are two reasons – the consequences of increasing
urbanisation and planetary wide pollution. Therefore we must innovate, and think differently.
What is the relationship between architecture and industrial innovation?
Alba Fabric 2000

Understanding the context is the first investigation of
architecture. The context is both physical,
intellectual and sensual. The architectural process
and architecture itself is synthesis, not separation the synthesis of ideas, of people, of materials and
ultimately a sense of man’s union with nature.
Creativity and innovation in architecture works
through the investigation of memory, context and the
way
buildings
can
be
constructed.
These
investigations take place with both a sense of
freedom and discipline.
La Villette facades Bioclimatiques 1981

What are the key ingredients of an innovation culture? I believe
that they include confidence, skill, judgement, understanding,
and notably foresight - a sort of early warning system for the
next 10 to 20 years. Any organisation that incorporates foresight
thinking as an integral and shared part of its operations builds in
the recognition and potential to innovate, and to survive.
Improvements in materials have been largely based upon one
single objective - to be able to better predict their
performance, thereby improving performance and reducing
costs. This is no longer sufficient to meet the demands of the
new paradigm.
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Louvre Pyramids and Sculpture Courts 1983-1993

We have to ask ourselves whether we can influence the evolution of design in general, and if
so, how to go about it.
Despite pretensions to our importance, and certainly the media has played their part in this
myth making, as architects we rarely initiate new directions – our power is essentially formal.
We are rarely in the front line to prescribe or determine in any consequential sense the
context, use, production, cost-relationship, profitability, marketing, durability, ecology, etc. of
the materials from which we make architecture. Some of us try, and just occasionally we are
successful in influencing an industry or two.
Leipzig Glass Hall 1993

Light Tunnel photo-luminescent glass, 1992

Primary decisions on, say, whether housing
or education or energy should be given more
importance
come
from
politicians
responding to the more powerful or
politically
important
constituencies.
However, housing type and density, the
nature of urban and ex-urban space and
development is within our direct sphere of
influence - and it is at this point
that most of us begin to contribute.
France – Japan Monument 1988

A basic “re-design” of products in conjunction with new
standards for recycling, toxic elimination, energy and resource
efficiency, de-materialisation etc. is complex. And as we begin
to analyse the eventual transformations in product life-cycles
and industrially produced material with the potential for endless
utility and human health and safety, it is evident that the
criteria for analysing impact, the capacity to construct a general
picture, the language employed in their definition and
communication, the methodologies by which to apply conclusions
to new design problems are at present far too limited in scope to
cope with the problem of global impact and its effect on the
quality of life.
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Reina Sofia Museum of Modern Art 1989

We have to begin to think differently. We have to make our designs
not only an asset for the investor, but for the environment and our
collective humanity as well. A definition of environmentally positive
design might be “where any manufactured by-product of the design
solution has a net contributing value when analysed in terms of
environmental and social impact.”

London Regatta Centre 1993-99

Having thought through the issues, the challenge will be how to pull
together and evaluate all of the data, if it is indeed available? It is
obvious that new intellectual and creative alliances are needed in
our industry and others.

Plymouth Theatre Royal Production Centre 1997

Initial reflections on “sustainability and design” in the late
nineteen seventies as a pragmatic search for a “clean ecodesign” methodology has since become, for some of us, a more
fundamental inquiry into the problem of “design” in general and
of its re-evaluation in terms of an impending evolution in world
views from an industrial reductionist culture to that of a postindustrial holistic one. The opening up of our investigation to
include a more social, political and philosophical criticism of
design is complex but indispensable if we are to take the “redesign of design" seriously.
Our present goal can go only so far as to open up a critical
discussion on the role of design in modern society in view of a reevaluation of our ethical responsibility as designers.
An object or structure has intrinsic characteristics that we can
recognise and which are independent of their surroundings. This
sounds like Descartes at his best. It assumes that an object
separated from the mode of thought of its designer and its mode
of production, presents to us, a subjective viewer, identifiable
(although not necessarily universal) qualities - such as beauty,
harmony, truth, etc. Yet we know that in western philosophy,
absolute and fundamental criteria have shifted with historical
paradigms.
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Pearl of the Gulf

Western philosophy in its rationalization of each historical
paradigm, has upheld a certain collection of criteria as being
"absolute" or "fundamental". It has maintained that an object has
intrinsic characteristics independent of its surroundings or of its
viewer. The succession of paradigms has produced a long history
of different and often contradictory results each entirely
dependent on the specificity of a particular time/culture/space
of its inventor. The history of philosophy is characterized by, and
at the same time oblivious to, this paradox. As if the form and
content of the criteria for judging quality, such as truth,
goodness, beauty, progress, diversity, etc., could be a common
denominator or residue of a perfect filtering system. This problem
extends to our perception of reality as well as the way in which we
act upon that reality - as in construct, design, destroy etc. If we
are to determine and employ any criteria by which to judge
impact, and thus quality, we must take into account and in some
way resolve these paradoxes.

The Spire, Dublin

Consider our present society where truth in design is considered,
if at all, a secondary quality. We have become inured to the
“image” that accompanies a consumer product which is a
representation systematically constructed as a separate entity to
conform to the prefabricated “desire” of the consumer market.
This representation takes on a primary role as a substitute for
the profound meaning of the object itself. This distinction
between “image” and “meaning” contributes to obscuring from
our eyes the nature and importance of an object’s indirect
impact. For an object to have meaning it must be perceived and
experienced. The question today is whether we have reached a
point of time/culture/space where we must place our collective
environmental wellbeing more in harmony with nature or allow
our present actions to proceed.
How should we make things?

Neanderthal man and planet earth

Architecture is culture. Vilém Flusser, the Czech-born
philosopher, made a convincing argument in his short essay
The Factory2, that it is through ‘the factory’, i.e. the place of
manufacture, that we can understand the science, politics, art
and religion of a society, and identify the human being in that
society. His sense of humour suggested that homo faber
(maker) was perhaps a better description of the common
characteristic of human beings rather than homo sapiens
sapiens.
The materials and physical spaces that our architectural
thinking ultimately has to engage with is a powerful witness to
homo faber, but today, we have to ask deeper and more
difficult questions if we are to find solutions that respond to
the idea of homo sapiens sapiens.
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The architecture we produce, and how we make our
buildings reflect our worldview. At the moment
nearly all architecture that we create in the West, no
matter what its visual reference or theoretical
underpinning, is maintaining to a greater or lesser
extent the consumer status quo. Although there
needs to be a revolution, realistically there can be no
revolution in the industrialised regions of the world
with regard to the way we extract, process,
manufacture, distribute, design and consume
materials - only a long campaign or catastrophe it
seems will eventually change our habits. It is still
difficult to access and realistically compare hard
facts on energy, labour, environmental and social
impact, and the effectiveness of recycling materials
used in construction.
Illuminated (or un-illuminated) regions of the planet

Graphs depicting comparative energy consumption of,
for example, extracting raw materials and processing
them do exist. However, these 'facts', important as
they are, represent little in terms of the more holistic
picture.
For example, we do not necessarily have the
combined knowledge of the energy sources used,
their comparative polluting effects on the local and
distant environment, the effect of the production
processes on the health of workers in these
industries, and full details of the consequent social
and health costs, and the reduced financial resources
that result from this extra health spending on other
programmes such as housing or alternative energy
programmes.
The impact of legislation and technological change on energy consumption still remain slight.
The ways in which we use - or waste - energy seem part of a world power game. Europe (along
with the USA) continues to exert a disproportionate influence in the exploitation of the earth's
resources, and energy is one of the most dramatic instances of this. The ethos of the so-called
"right" of the individual to enjoy freedom - of private transport, the products of energyintensive industry, and an inefficient but comfortable home and work environment - demands a
high price.
I sense that we will end up with a clean electrical energy society one day – but to get there
solely with safe renewable sources will be very, very difficult, and some societies will almost
certainly have to revisit the nuclear source on the way (as Finland decided to do last month).
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Fougère Pylons 1994

The short term view of material gain and the difficulty we
have in altering these values could change when legislation
(rather than hope for universal enlightenment) brings about a
different set of criteria and performance. If we believe more
in the power of collaboration, cooperation, and the
fundamental altruism of humans as part of our instinct for
survival then this paradigm shift will become more evident. We
do not need to undermine but to redefine the principle of an
economic structure in the world with ethical values, for we
have the ability to create competitive new industries and
products that pose no health risk, that positively serve us and
our entire biosphere. The economy should serve people not
only in a material sense but, by placing it in a wider, more
holistic context, value non-material issues as important as
material ones. I can imagine a post-fossil age where companies
still compete, but they compete to make environmentally
sensitive products that do no damage at all because that is
what people want, society has fully legislated for, and because
their materials have been designed and assembled in ways that
ensure they are reusable over and over again in different
products.
Competition has been and remains the conceptual trigger of our present economy and society.
We do not believe that this is inevitable as is often argued. Collaboration, cooperation and
indeed altruism are as common a natural inheritance as 'survival of the fittest'.
People often cite the ant colony as an exemplar of cooperation and altruism. Yet we now know
that nepotism exists in ant colonies (Finnish researchers 2003). And we know that the invasive
Argentinean ant is not benign towards other ants, insects, newly hatched chicks, beehives and
has also impacted upon the Horned Lizard in California by overpowering the indigenous ant –
the source of food of the Horned Lizard. This anecdote illustrates just how easy it is to make
and receive simple judgements and how hard it is to assess impact.
As you will have gathered, and in the light of this new paradigm, I am concerned about how, as
architects, engineers and industry we can, individually and working together contribute
positively to the future. In the context of glass, this leads inexorably to thinking about how to
obtain higher technical performances from this material, its assemblies, its joints, and how to
use it ever more intelligently. We may believe that we have different agendas, and in detail we
do; but in the wider picture they are surely the same; and ‘what can we do together’ must be a
relevant mantra.
We have to develop new working methodologies to enable us to work together better.
Glass in architecture can be used to embody our present ideas about our union with nature, our
attitudes towards society, our expression of how we perceive the balance between gravitas and
levitas, and between solidity and transparency.
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Gravitas recognises the idea of captivity, of being attached to the
earth.
Gravitas in architecture reveals a sense of belonging to the earth, of
connection and of foundation.
Levitas recognises the idea of freedom, of being above the earth
(Icarus).
Levitas suggests an inclination towards lightness, but lightness is
fundamentally about the essential.
Lightness is an exercise in reductivism - of the problem, of the concept, of the design, of the
structure, of the materials. Superfluousness is an anathema to lightness.
Lightness tends towards minimalism, not necessarily transparency.
Transparency is about feeling, of openness, or of emptiness.
Both gravitas and levitas exist in architecture.
Computer simulation of Na fill glass molecules

I cannot stress too much the importance in all forms of construction
of understanding as much as possible about the material itself. In
construction, as in other disciplines, the fundamental need is to
predict behaviour with more and more certainty, to achieve better
performance measured in its primary application and subsequent
positive transformations.
The history of architecture reveals that architects have exploited it in very few ways, yet the
aesthetic and environmental performance of glass in architecture is virtually limitless.
It is still true that glass in architecture is more appreciated for its aesthetic value, particularly
its transparency than as a dielectric material or as an information highway. Only in the past two
decades or so has demand and consequently industry responded to produce new glasses which
can be exploited in architecture as a truly dielectric material.
There is a vast range of glass materials. There are those that have been in existence for
thousands of years, and there are those that are very recent such as glass fibres and thin-film
coated glasses that can respond to environmental stimuli. What we can predict and control in
glass are certain static performances, e.g. its transparency, refractive index, and colour; and
we can also predict and dynamically control certain coated glasses.
The ubiquity of glass lies in its ability to refract and reflect light - the essential material of all
architecture. Its lickable and durable surface can take a multitude of textured surface
treatments which no other material can approach - yet continue to refract light.
It can be graduated from transparency through degrees of translucency to opacity, pattern and
profile rolled, macro and micro etched by machine, sand and acid etched, drilled, microperforated by acids, body coloured, stained, enamelled, painted, fired, and printed.
Twenty years ago, architects began dreaming of the dynamic "chameleon" wall - a wall which
could respond at the flick of a switch to become opaque, colourful, transparent; change its
thermal performance; capture energy and transfer it to other parts of the building.
Ten years ago architects, besotted with the media age, began dreaming of
information walls where buildings became adverts rather than architecture as we
have known it.
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Encapsulated diodes maybe, but even if we still want the Piccadilly Circus/Las Vegas
non-architecture, achieving a transparent/opaque switchable flat screen TV façade
remains in the future. So far, liquid crystal technology has not been able to
overcome its characteristic low-brightness and limited angle of view.
Apart from developing miniaturised diodes, low-cost thin carbon film (combining the
electrical conductance of crystalline graphite with the electron release
characteristic of diamond) may enable high brightness, sharpness and wide angle
view imaging to be created by the controlled illumination of phosphor coatings (cf.
TV screen) with thin wall glass construction
Today, luminosity, degree of transparency and composition remain the essential perceived
qualities of a glass facade. The fact that we have so many more techniques does not
camouflage these qualities. Now, we can compose beyond the refracted light paintings of
historical narratives, stories and symbolism, with recent bio- and nano-composite techniques to
achieve higher levels of environmental performance as well as artistic compositions: coloured
and interference laminates, processed holographic film, micro–louvres sandwiched between
glass, pixellated electroluminescent and photo-chromic coatings, holograms, radiant colour–
dichroic, switchable crystals, photovoltaics, ultra-thin metal deposits coatings for
photovoltaics, and perhaps, in the not too distant future, biogenetic coatings, "stitched in"
miniaturised diode arrays…. and many more.
Since the industrial revolution, maintenance has dictated the nature and quality of our built
environment. So any self-cleaning or maintenance free developments that minimise the waste
of human and material resource should be welcomed.
Glass has the advantage of being able to provide a very thin wrap to buildings, which means
low-mass and low quantity.
I hope that the development of new techniques and their application as glass sheaths for
buildings by architects and engineers will be driven by a more intelligent and holistic approach.
I have put together a few building images to convey the inextinguishable passion to explore
glass.
Ian Ritchie Architects
RFR –
Tim Macfarlane (Dewhurst Macfarlane and Partners) –
James Carpenter -Potters Fields Tower Bridge 2000
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Seven World Trade Center 2002-05 SOM & JCDA

Deutsche Post, Bonn, Germany, James Carpenter Design Associates 1999-2002

Neumunster Luxembourg RFR 2003

Entrance Canopy Sporting Club Monaco RFR with Berthy Pochy

Experimental glass vault with prestressed tie.
Mathias Kutterer RFR, then with IL Stuutgart with Sobeck.

Notre Dame de Pentecote, La Defence, France
RFR with Hamoutene and Sedlacek
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Lentille Saint Lazare, Parisrfr

Seattle Public Library, Seattle, Washington, USA - Office for Metropolitan Architecture + Dewhurst Macfarlane &
Partners

David L Lawrence Convention Center, Pittsburgh, USA - Rafael Vinoly Architects + Dewhurst Macfarlane & Partners
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CONCLUSION
I chose to limit an exposé of my own work in order to share with you some of my thinking about
a new design paradigm concerning environmental impact in a more complete sense, about
quality in its most profound sense and about cultural identity in its most politically
controversial sense.
I have concluded that, for this new design paradigm, we have to re-define and expand the
criteria for determining whether or not design solutions are functional and meaningful.
Functionality is ultimately “impact” in a world where our goal is the quality of life. Meaning
reveals values within the ultimate art of all – the art of living together on one planet, and will
have an indirect impact on how we develop our world.
Martin Wright and Jonathan Porritt3 in an article
entitled ‘The future won’t be secure unless it’s
sustainable’ argue that “a more sustainable world will
be a safer and a fairer one - because environmental
degradation and social injustice are increasingly
feeding off each other. Any refugee camp or urban
shanty town is a picture of un-sustainability,
populated by people who have been forced to leave
their rural homelands due to water shortages, soil
erosion, climate change and civil conflict. That sort of
runaway environmental and social breakdown is
happening right across Africa and Asia
…..If we want to feel more secure ourselves, we
should start by improving the security of the
poorest”.
Spaceman © Kubrik 2001

As you will have recognised, I am an optimist, for I do
not have all the facts, and as Benjamin de Cessaris
said, “Progress is nothing but the victory of laughter
over dogma.”
I do hope that one day people will laugh at our
inability to recognise that the European Union and the
United States of America were simply stepping stones
to a fully cooperative and sharing world.

THE END
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1

Martin Jacques, The Guardian, 18th September 2004.

2

Technology and Values, John G Burke (Robert Kennedy, The American Environment) The Great Ideas Today, Brittannica, 1969

3

Martin Wright is Editor of Green Futures (www.greenfutures.org.uk) and Associate Director of Forum for the Future; Jonathon

Porritt is Programme Director of Forum for the Future, and Chair of the UK Sustainable Development Commission.
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