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James Meller: Since the working
title of this issue was ‘Whatever
happened to the systems
approach ?’it seemed a good idea
to start by describing what 1
thought was meant by ‘System’.
I take it that a ‘Systems
Approach’ is a response to com-
plexity characterised by parti-
cular emphasis on the whole. A
systems approach describes a
whole in terms of the relation-
ship of its parts, the interactions
of those parts with each other,
and in the case of open systems,
with their environment. The
word in this context refers to
two related ideas described very
clearly by Chris Alexander in an
earlier issue of AD (12/68).
Firstly ‘System’ as a holistic way
of looking at a ‘thing’, event, or
process in context. Secondly
‘System” as a set of rules deter-
mining the ways in which kits of
parts can be put together.
Although you have some
doubts about whether you have
a ‘Systems Approach’ to archi-
tecture, a number of the things
that you have done, and written
about, could be filed under

those kinds of headings. There

are a number of quotes in an
earlier issue of AD (2/73) that
describe the process that you are
involved in. There are such head-
ings as ‘Designing the Organis-
ation’, ‘Service versus Produect’,
‘Architectural style: one ap-
proach 1001 solutions’. All these
suggest that there is a way that
you go about it that is common
to all, or many of the situations,
yet out of which you produce
a varied range of solutions.

Terry Farrell: I think a lot of
people have a system, rather
than a ‘Systems Approach’. 1
think the second is the more
interesting. There are ways of
approaching problems which
stem from an understanding of
systems, as an aid, as a tool.
They can lead to a building
system like the service tower, or
to sub-systems such as the cladd-
ing in the factories. But I think
we have absorbed this, we don’t
think about it consciously
anymore.
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Several of the ideas and
attitudes explored by the

-practise of Farrell and

Grimshaw were already

.apparent in embryonic

form in Nick’'s AA thesis
for a university network
in Covent Garden, e.g.:
‘A university today is a
dynamic and unpredict-
able organism. Any struc-
ture, environment or sys-
tem which attempts to
provide for this organism
must be as flexible in
response as present tech-
niques allow.”
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‘An important principle
concerning the servicing
system is that goods,
components and equip-
ment can be introduced
and removed from the
system without disturb-
ing the organism as a
whole. This is done by
means of service towers
which feed into ducts at
the rectilinear levels and
into the open space at
the movement level’.
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JAMES MELLER

Architecture as shopping
list. From the time of
Nick’'s AA thesis on-
wards, Farrell and Grim-
shaw have distinguished
between the architect as
designer and architect as
specifier, without having
to compromise either.
The furniture specifica-
tion reads as a shopping
list for a trip to Wool-
worths and the local
hardware store, and yet
assembled wouldn’t have
looked out of place in
Milan.

desk top and bookshelves |

Glassfibre daor to wardrobe.
with towel rails externally
and trays for toilet articles internally

hg

Alternative positions for i

Plasticised wire
shoe basket

Revvo castors with locking device

STUDENT
FURNITURE

’66

Pivoting lamp slots into any corner of the trolley unit

Plastic drawers

Pin board

Bockshelves, adjustatle
for height

Locker, padiocked
by student

Desktop,
adjustable for height

Plug ta light fitting

Bed can be slid under trofley unit
to save room space during the day

Cost analysis of complate furniture for single roam
A TROLLEY UNIT (3]
1. Motal frame 502 3ccussonss. incud v hinge

nd & security lacker

1817 8
 brak 1an
Sin chamater non-broking .
b
bor-tyind whesls an
3. Pin-up Boards. 3 No. @ i
cating aad pae-assambly of 14 3
4. Upped blockbmard dastt
0 in. Ronseal finisn
vty 1 "Sp” e Srache 220
5. Shalvas, 4 No.sofiwood 24 <3in. Aomsesl
rg pre-assambly of "Spur
213 8
60 - ving syatem, Incluging 4 N
eh 2 No desk brackess and 8 Ne. back-
sheif angs. 508
7. 1 adjustable light win 15 1 Oin flex 100
B. 1 Filiraglass door, including Fanging rais s
fixing holes for meror and isay ning. and
fmagnen caiches. 500
9. Wirebaskets d No plasicconied « T emh 1 B O
10. Mirrar with fixing to'12 and fasm stip backing 1510
11. Polythens mug from Weelwanis . 7

12. Mug halder 17
13 Tray;drawers. 5 Mo in beavy.duty polyhere B 5 ©
o 5 8

Sub-tal (5

B. BED UNIT Sub-ioal €16 B O
€. LOOSE ITEMS Suntersl  £4 17 1
Plus: Assomiy by students 100

Tot! far camalets fuaitre packsgs €21 10 8

It was like the discovery of
perspective in the Renaissance.
For about 100 years everybody
did the most exaggerated pers-
pective paintings and everything
was about perspective. Then
they were no longer ‘perspec-
tivists’, they were just doing
what they were doing. The dis-
covery of  perspective  was
absorbed and that was it.
Nobody was ever self-conscious
about it again. That was really
all that happened. [ don’t think
anyone’s abandoned the
‘Systems Approach’, I just don’t
think it is necessary to be very
self-conscious about it, I think it
has also been shown that an
exaggerated reliance upon it is
false. It’s taken a very short time
for alternative technology to
demonstrate that total depen-
dence on high technology
systems is not correct, neverthe-
less I think alternative tech-
nology is dependent upon a
systematic approach.

James Meller: You are saying
that at one time the whole
notion of ‘Systems’ was identi-
fied with ‘high technology’.

Terry Farrell: Yes I think that is
true,

Nick Grimshaw: I think that the
identification of ‘Systems’ with
high technology was wrong.
Building systems imply a fairly
low level of technology, or at
least a level which people mani-
pulating them can understand —
if it is not understood by the
users it’s useless.

James Meller: You said that a
‘Systems Approach’ is not exclu-
sive to high technology, and
suggested it might have to do
with a low level technology, but
it really doesn’t have to do with
a particular technology at all. It
is quite independent of the tech-
nology. The ‘Systems Approach’
was mistakenly associated with
high technology used in a way
that denied the flexibility and
responsiveness that should be
inherent in a ‘Systems
Approach’.
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Nick Grimshaw: | was sayving
that it's the level of understand-
ing which is important, not the
technology, It does more or less
imply that most people don't
understand high technology, |
think that these days people are
anti-expert, which in a sense
means anti-technology. They
feel thevy ought to be able to
demand things that they can
understand and that it should
not be dependent on technolo-
gists and experts acting as inter-
mediaries all the time.

When they started off these
building systems the people
doing them were pretiy bad
inventors and technologists in
their own right, but they saw
some kind of myth which they
wanted to develop, They set out
very much with the view that
architects were to become the
new heroes of society.

Terry Farrell: 1 think these
svstems building people were
overwhelmed by the sheer coms-
plexity of the world at that time.
Other disciplines particularly at
university level were outstripp-
ing architecture. ‘Systems’ was a
defensive thing, rather than a
feeling of certainty about the
opening of new horizons and
potential for architecture,

Nick Grimshaw: The Rartlett
was a perfect example of the
systems  based  Architecture
School. Somebody would stand
by the black board and say:
“You cannot sit in a room and
read a book with the lighting
level of less than so and so’. Then
they would pass the meter
around and somebody would
realise that in fact the room they
were sitting in was less than this
figure than they were all reading!

Terry Farrell: Architects went
quite mad in the 60's owing
to this inferiority complex about
other disciplines. They saw the
sciences outstripping them and
they just had to keep up with
the Joneses, They turned archi-
tecture into pseudo science with
BSc's instead of BA’s, they got
to the point where vou had to
have maths and physics to
matriculate and they didn’t
recognise art as a matriculation
subject, Along with that went an
approach to architecture which
was all to do with the
measurable. They believed that
yvou could treat it like a mathe-
matical problem, feed in the
variables, state a goal, and work
through seventeen pages of cal-
culations and end up with a
statement that vou then give to
a draughtsman,

James Meller: It is ironic, that
that model of the scientific
process: Science as an inductive

process, was already diseredited
in science.

Terry Farrell: That's why [ said
it was an inferiority thing,
because there was no real under-
standing of what they were
trying to do. They totally mis-
undersiood what they were
trying to copy. And that’s what
copying is all about — you copy

because vou haven't got any
ideas of your own,
James Meller;: Nick, in your

Architectural  Association Dip-
loma thesis in 1965, vou wrote:
‘It's my hope that it's not build-
ings we'll be designing in the

Before and after the idea of adaptation is fundamental to much of the Farrell

they could push a button and it
would actually be produced the
other end. That was the level of
technology that interested me at
that time, and I tried to do a
building like an organic machine,

James Meller: It was the kind of
technology that the user could
interact with very easily.

Nick Grimshaw: Yes absolutely,
and it was understandable to the
people using it,

James Meller: You didn't neces-
sarily have to understand how it
worked, but vou knew what it
would do for vou.

Grimshaw Partnership’s work, This old factory has been rehabilitated into a
new office block with an adaptation of both the building’s purpose and the

firm's industrial building system.

future, it’s organisms, capable of
variation and adaption within as
large a range of technology as
the minute permits.. .. and all
the time we must be prepared to
scrap, to adapt, to add to our
environment with all the means
at our disposal’. This could be
characterised as a  systems
approach to the whole task.

Nick Grimshaw: What [ was
driving at in my thesis was quite
different from the technological
thing, What atiracted me then
was the situation where you had
people  ~designing electrical
circuits with a light pencil on a
TV screen — a cathode ray tube —
after they got what they wanted

Nick Grimshaw:; That's right and
that's a key issue really. That is
where they all missed the boat,
because it is not difficult to
understand what complex tech-
nology will do for vou, You can
understand what wvour watch
does for you, what your tele-
vision does for you. You have a
lot of knobs in the front of vour
television set and vou Know
what they all do, you don't
know how it changes the colour
from blue to green, but vou
know it does it when you turn
it, It means being able to tune
your TV without having to call
in a technician, What we are very
much into now with the indus-
trial buildings s designing and

lot of technological
work into  systems, with the
result that vou can switch a
panel for a sheet of glass, or a
panel of louvres or put a door in
in much the same way as tuning
a TV — without ringing up the
architect. It’s wvery simple, all
yvou do is say ‘“You can do it” and
give them a few tools,

putting a

James Meller: That is exempli-
fied by the two buildings for
Rotork, and subsequently by the
building in France for Editions
Van de Velde and the new build-
ing for Herman Miller, where
you have the same kit of parts
assembled in different places in
different ways. The parts can
subsequently be moved around
by somebody else without your
assistance,

Mick Grimshaw: Not only the
people you designed it for, but
the generations they pass it on
to.

James Meller: So that is a kit of
parts with very simple rules that
are almost self-evident, What
about the design process by
which vou arrive at those Kinds
of solutions, is there something
fundamentally different about
that?

Nick Grimshaw: | think the
difference in the design process
is that these days the emphasis is
on understanding of the needs of
the user. It has become socialised,
it has drifted away from tech-
nologising things, the needs of
the people that vou are design-
ing for are becoming very much
more important,

James Meller: It doesn't exclude
the use of High Technology?

Nick Grimshaw: Mo, not at all.
It's just that strategic thinking
comes first. For example, in our
new building for Moog Controls
we laid great emphasis on
appointing consultants early —
before buyving the site — so as to
be invelved in the whole process,
We are then involved in their
thinking about why they want
to be in a particular area, or ow
a particular site, even though it
might have such disadvantages as
bad ground conditions or risk of
flooding, We get very involved in
how a company sees itself as an
existing working system. Very
often the relationships are not as
fixed as they see them. We can
often  demonstrate  that  the
existing system is far more
organic  and changeable than
they think. This is important
because  people resist  change,
they see it as disruptive bécause
their buildings cannotl easily res-
pond. If they have a decently
responsive building they tend to
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think about

change,

more  creatively

Terry Farrell: In a series of
building designs like the factor-
s, we learn a great deal and
carry  this learning from  one
situation to the next, We can
therefore continously  improve
the  technology and afse  the
design approach. | think this is
an important  aspect of  the
design process.

James  Meller:  Earlier vou
expressed worries about “1001
solutions’, worries that because
all the solutions were different
there was never time to develop
detailed design improvements, [
think yvou're suggesting now that
vou have had the chance with
the factory buildings to do some
of these things more than once.

Terry Farrell: 1| would also say
that with the Rehab we have (oo,
We have actually developed a
wiay of looking at existing build-
ings and developed an attitude
to buildings as a resource which
has come of age and keeps
improving. Our  attitudes  are
quite well developed, they are
more  akin  to  another  pro-
fessional person like a doctor or
barrister rather than to a scien:
tist or technologist,

We have appraised a series of
aspects of an existing building:
whether it is spatially useful and
has potential for  change;
whether it has structurally got
all the elements that are going to
be necessary to keep it alive
consistent with the kind of in-
vestment that you have to put
into existing buildings today to
rehab them. In the back of our
minds are all the grant systems
are the planning benefits to be
ohtained from using existing
buildings, that planning com-
mittees are all for you if it's
tkhab, and so on. We've found
this amounts to a gain in time
and that's a gain for the client.
Possibly he can do more with an
old building than he could have
done with a new,

This is perhaps too intuitive
to be called a system, but it has
systematic  elements threading
their way through it, One of the
things we are doing at the
moment is low-cost housing, for
housing  societics  on many
different tiny sites where, right
from the outset, we thought we
had to get something constant
gaing through these things, What
is the constant element? It isn't
the appearance of the buildings,
because in England today every
little local planning officer is a
law  unte  himself. So  we
scrapped the appearance side of
it and looked for other common
threads. What we were able (o
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pin it down to, was the frame
structure of the building and the
internal  finishes, bul not the
external finishes.

What we now have is a series
of about twelve contracts run-
ning where there 5 one timber
frame contractor who, on the
basis of tendering for the first
jub, then has a serial contract to
put  up  these timber framed
blocks all round the south cast
of England,

The DoE will not allow serial
confracts for housing schemes.
In many ways they are right,
you don’t get any benefit from
a large contractor doing lots of
schemes over  the  country
because all he is really doing is
farming it out to individual
organisations. He can’l really
use the benefits of scale, local
conditions do vary.

S0 what we have done on the
housing is to take the factory
process of timber framed com-
ponents, which can be a part of
a serial contract and the DoE
have agreed to that, So we pol
tenders in for the timber frame
right at the beginning and the
lowest tenderer then took his
schedule of rates and applied
these 1o the succeeding twelve
jobs. There are variations, you
are dealing with timber s0 vou
can miss windows out here, and
vou can have another storey on
top there. But the original price
levels apply, plus inflation and
whatever, but it is all agreed at
the outset. It's a system, |
suppose, but il is not just a
hardware  system, we're also
dealing with the DoE and how
they approach problems, how
the money is  allocated to
housing and many other factors,

James Meller: So the timber
frame is produced in one place
on this serial contract, and is
then delivered to the sites.

Terry Farrell: The frame manu-
facturer also puts them up on a
slab that is prepared by a local
contractor, which has all the
servicing, it has the drains, the
wires, the pipes and so on. He
puts the timber frame on to the
prepared slab and complétes the
internal finishes, floors, anything
to do with timber and the car-
cassing and then leaves., From
there on the final plumbing
fixtures, the bathrooms, the
kitchens, the cupboards, the
light fittings, the final roof
covering and the cladding system
is all done by a local contractor,
who also then does the land-
scaping.

The buildings vary from site
to site, on a narrow site we have
a four-storey building, but on a
wider site we sometimes have a
two-storey building with the
same accommodation. We have

got about seven different stan-
dards on the basic format, it is
the same party wall width each
time, but we stack them up
differently.

James Meller: It is a kit of paris
which vou can put together in
different ways.

Terry Farrell: We don’t cven
design  the kit of parts, we
actually give the timber manu-
facturer a performance specifi-
cation because we are not ¢x-
perts in timber designing. We can
identify the spatial require-
ments, we can specify the ther-
mal and acoustic levels and
other performance aspects of the
timber frame when it is finished.

James Meller: That gets us back
to one of the earlier definitions
of system which is: the set of
rules which defines the way the
parts go together. In the situ-
ation vou have described, what
you are designing is the set of
rules, vou are not designing all
the parts.

Nick Grimshaw: We only need
to really design the bits that we
can’t get. We are designing the
organisation, which is a design in
itself.

James Meller: That approach
goes right back to vour first
scheme with the furniture in the
Student  Hostel in  Sussex
Gardens. I can’t remember how
many  individual component
suppliers you had. You devised a
set of rules which determined
how all the components went
together.

Terry  Farrell:  Some of the
components were off the peg,
we didn't design the drawers,
they were Wall's pork pie trays,
others were specially designed
because they were connecting
pieces  that made it all fit
together.

One of the characteristics of
the 50°s and 60's was the famous
hig firms like YRM which all
grew and glew. Things have
really changed and I can’t think
of any hig new firms. Now we
have a much more fluid situ-
ation. You don’t need the clout
of a big organisation behind you
to be a good architect anymore.
Contrast that with what the
thinking in the 50's and 60’s,
where yvou got the invention of a
technician  class SAAT
(Society of Architectural and
Associated Technicians). You
got the idea of the standardised
details  that  were adopted
throughout the whole office.to
get the office image carried right
through to the draughtsman
level. You had to have more
than architects in the office, you

had to have engineers and the
whole ‘in house™ bit,

Nick Grimshaw: We can actually
handle any job that needs to be
done in our office quite easily.

Terry Farrell: We have always
resisted having ‘in-house”
engineers, quantity surveyors
and the rest of it. We've resisted
right from the outset, we
thought the more fluid situation
was us doing what we knew
about, not running lots of other
people doing jobs that we didn’t
really know about, only dealing
with other principals. If some-
one sets up on his own as an
engineer, he is going to be good,
he’s going to be a better chap
than we could hire in our office,
that was our argument.

Nick  Grimshaw: Individual
responsibility  and  blame. We
believe in evervbody taking
responsibility  for their own

actions as a consultant or within
our office.

James Meller; That's a quite
different  organisational model
from the standard bureaucratic
pyramid model adopted by the
large offices vou mentioned.

Terry Farrell: The Royal Insti-
tute of British Architects are still
on that, they are still cirgulating
great tomes, levels of expendi-
ture are standardised throughout
the country, they try to stan-
dardise education levels and all
that kind of stuff. It is all
higness and standardisation. It's
just wrong.

James Meller: You have adopted
a much more flexible organis-
ational model.

Terry Farrell: We've always been
that way. We've always been
very hand-to-mouth. It hasn’t
meant we haven't had contin-
uity. We've actually been able to
develop in many ways, which is
really what continuity is. Many
of these other people weren't
systems people, they were house
style people. They believed they
had continuity simply because
they never changed. That is not
continuity, it's just being static.
I think that if vou are very light
on your feet and keep changing
and evolving as things change,
then you do have genuine con-
tinuity. Because you are growing
and learning. |

James Meller studicd at Cambridge
and the Department of Design,
Southern  1llinois  University.  He
works as a designer and has taught at
Hornsey School of Art, University
College  and  the  Architectural
Association where he first met Nick
Grimshaw in 1964, He also edited
The Buckminster Fuller reader



