Seeing Myself Seeing - Designing My Own House
Abstract
At the CA2RE Conference in Ghent in April 2017 I presented a paper titled PhD by Prior Published
Work – A Case for Appropriation, outlining a PhD that would develop a position between the
conservative attitude to research that values explicit knowledge, and the liberal one where
researchers reflect on the tacit knowledge embodied in their work. I described this intermediate or
hybrid position as an integrated paradigm where the constructed work and the written words act
together as a “Dialectical Critical Practice” in which design is a carrier of knowledge.
At the CA2RE Conference in Ljubljana in September 2017 I situated these works within the wider
discourse on architecture in Ireland since the 1980s. I examined the pavilions of Ireland that I had
curated for the Venice Architecture Biennales in 2012 and 2014, and I situated them within a history
of architectural representations of Ireland in the century since independence.
In the next stage of development I will explore the ways that these histories have influenced my
architectural design process and the ways that the pavilion designs relate to my other design work;
houses; landscapes; and other spaces. This exploration will seek to link levels of architectural
knowledge across the projects through examination of their designs. In doing this it will shift the
focus from the theoretical level of explicit knowledge articulated in earlier CA2RE papers to an
exploration of the tacit knowledge embodied at the level of siting, structuring, and layering space.
By bringing this proposal to CA2RE Aarhus I hope to continue the process of peer-review that began
in Ghent and to help to sharpen the quality of the emerging doctorate. It is intended that the
subsequent stages of the PhD would be presented at the following CA2RE conferences in Berlin and
Lisbon, as the research develops, in a manner similar to the PRS.
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Introduction
At the CA2RE Conference in Ghent in April 2017 I presented a paper titled PhD by Prior Published
Work – A Case for Appropriation, outlining a PhD that would develop a position between the
conservative attitude to research that values explicit knowledge, and the liberal one where
researchers reflect on the tacit knowledge embodied in their work (1). This opposition between
‘conservative’ and ‘liberal’ positions was drawn from a paper titled The ‘thinkable’ and the
‘unthinkable’ Doctorates - Three perspectives on Doctoral Scholarship in Architecture, by Halina
Dunin-Woyseth, that was presented at a conference called The Unthinkable Doctorate in 2006. She
noted that doctorates in Architecture have a considerably shorter history than in other disciplines.
Beginning in the 1960s in both the USA and the UK with certain differences between the models –
“the new generation of doctoral programmes were called ‘History, Theory and Criticism’ (which
often go under the acronym HTC), thus creating a specific field of architectural reflection” (2). She
then went on to adumbrate the development of doctoral research in “practical aesthetic fields” in
Australia since the late 1980s, notably the contribution of was Malcolm Gillies, a professor of music
at The University of Queensland –
“Gillies formulated three types of attitudes to the relationship between research and creative
practice in practical-aesthetic professions. The conservative attitude is expressed by the short
sentence “research is research”. It is not possible to conduct research in the practical aesthetic

fields as research means to objectively investigate ‘problems’. This research is critical,
analytical and historical in its character. Its results have to be published in a written, well
documented form. These demands are most often contrary to the character of the practicalaesthetic fields. The pragmatic attitude, Gillies less elegantly termed “that awkward half-way
house”. Here the definition of research has been extended to include reflection and comments
on aesthetic practice, often on the researcher’s own production. That practice and its results
are here being recognized as part of research process. This type of research needs,
nevertheless, a substantial, textual work in a form that is similar to traditional academic
research. The liberal attitude is based on the stance that creative practice and its products are
recognized per se as research and they should be appropriately recognised as such” (3).
I went on to describe the intermediate or ‘pragmatic’ position suggested by Woyseth/Gilles as an
integrated paradigm where the constructed work and the written words act together as a
‘Dialectical Critical Practice’ as advocated by Murray Fraser (4), in which design is a carrier of
knowledge. I identified a pathway to PhD by prior published work as having the potential to enable
this, provided that creative works of architecture that had been through a documented process of
peer review could be considered as published works alongside theoretical texts and other explicit
knowledge outputs.
In the second CA2RE conference in Ljubljana I presented a series of architecture biennale pavilions
that I had curated and designed in collaboration with others, as examples of this ‘dialectical critical
practice’ where the spaces functioned as embodied manifestoes of a theoretical position so that the
sites became in Foucalt’s phrase ‘spaces of discourse’ (5) rather than spaces of representation. In the
discussion that followed, it was suggested that these pairs – tacit knowledge/design, and explicit
knowledge/discourse – might not need to be in opposition but could rather be thought of as
different levels of knowledge and that the dialectical critical practice might be about weaving
between the different levels. It was also suggested that I should look at the tacit level of my own
work in the context of the wider theoretical framing of the Ghent and Ljubljana papers. The series of
papers are themselves being written in the context of a wider series of published works – built and
textual.
In Ljubljana one suggestion was that I could consider Explicit knowledge/Tacit knowledge, not
necessarily to be in opposition, and that it is perhaps more useful to think of them as different levels
of knowledge. The Dialectical Critical Practice could be then be about weaving between levels. It was
suggested that I look at the tacit level in one of my own creative works and consider its relationship
to the history that I have written.
1 - The dilemma of dwelling
In her book Architecture and Modernity: A Critique, Hilde Heynen develops an opposition between
architects who - drawing on Christen Norberg-Schultz’s reading of Heidegger - seek to go back to an
existential experience of dwelling in the forest, and architects like Peter Eisenman who - drawing on
the French poststructuralists’ insistence on architecture’s “fundamental disharmony in the modern
world” - argue that this must be confronted directly. Heynen resolves this opposition by drawing on
the work of Theodore Adorno who accepted - ‘the dual nature of artworks – that they are both
socially determined and autonomous…one can argue that architecture as a discipline that has to do
with the designing of space does involve an autonomous moment.’ In her conclusion Heynen goes

further and argues that in remaking dwelling in the contemporary world that architecture is capable
of making us experience something beyond the normal and expected:
“Architecture is capable of making us feel something of that which is repressed, that which
exists beyond the normal and expected. In this way architecture can serve as a guide to the
permanent quest for dwelling, not by embodying dwelling in any direct sense, as some
Heideggerians might have it, but rather by framing it in modernity. This framing has, more
than anything else to do with the way that architecture offers a context for everyday life.”
(7)
In subsequent publications, Heynen continues this strand of her thesis arguing that although ‘we no
longer share the optimism of the early modernists who thought that the new automatically would
mean better. Instead we belong to those who believe that, back from Utopia, we nevertheless have
to continue the struggle that initiated the desire for it in the first place.’ (8) This challenge that
Heynen and others laid out has been comprehensively taken up by practices like Lacaton and Vassal
in France who have set about reclaiming modernism as both a project and a practice. In their
manifesto The City From and by Housing, they say that ‘Defending the pleasure of living seems to us
eminently political today’ (9).
2 - Seeing Myself Seeing: Surface

Figure 1: Above Ground Gas Installation, Dublin. John McLaughlin & Martin Richman 2010.

In the paper that I presented in Ghent I wrote about a small building that I had designed in
collaboration with an artist called Martin Richman. When we began to collaborate we discovered a
shared interest in the work of the Danish artist Olafur Elliasson, and specifically an installation called
Seeing Yourself Seeing that he made in 2001. It consists of a sheet of glass with alternate bands of
mirrored backing and transparency so that the sheet is divided into alternating strips that either let
the observer see through the glass, or else reflect his image back to him. Martin and I then
developed an idea based on similarly alternating bands of dichroic and opal glass in the facade
treatment of a small gas transmission installation that we built in Dublin.
Daniel Birnbaum has commented that – ‘Seeing yourself seeing- is perhaps the most subtle piece,
and so simple. It shows certain paradoxes of what it is to be a subject: you look at this small glass
which is also partly a mirror, and you can either look through it or see yourself but you can never do
both at once’ (10). I remain fascinated by the visual effect of Eliasson’s installation which always
reminds me of Albrecht Durer’s print of his perspective machine in his treatise The Painters Manual,
of 1525, on which Barbara Freedman commented –
‘Consider...how Albrecht Dürer's woodcut of a perspective painter plays out, reverses, and so
complicates positions of right and erring spectatorship. Dürer's multiplication of pictures
within this picture creates the theatrical effect of a dramatic interplay of looks. Not only do
the windows frame nature much as the artist would frame woman, but we in turn frame the
painter as well. The painter as a privileged spectator is himself displaced by being made the
object of our act of looking. The complex relay of looks among painter, model, and spectator
not only stages our look, but reflects it back to us in a way that we cannot but identify as
theatrical’ (11).

Figure 2: A Painter’s Manual. Albrecht Dürer: 1525.

These operations within the visual field are something that I have deployed in exhibition pavilions
and public art projects as a means of opening up constructed images to critical review. Inspired by
Durer, I have often used spatial frames as armatures to make the viewer aware so that they can see
themselves seeing.

3 Seeing Myself Seeing: Frame
My first independently designed building was my own house which I also built myself. The desire to
build a house ran very far back for me to my first years as an architecture student when I was
regularly told by my tutors that modern architecture was incompatible with the Irish climate and
identity. Some wonderful houses had been built in Ireland by the post-war modern architects but
these were rejected by the generation who were teaching in the late nineteen eighties and early
nineties. The Goulding House – by Ronnie Tallon is one of the most famous modern house in Ireland.
A steel framed cantilever - it literally floats above a river valley even more than Pierre de Koenig’s
Stahl House floats above Los Angeles. It was a ruin at the time that I was a student (though it has
since restored).

Figure 3: Goulding Summerhouse. Scott Tallon Walker Architects. 1973 (Restored 2002).

Other Architects of that generation like Neil Hegarty had had designed housing schemes inspired by
Mies’ Lafayette Park in Detroit in the suburbs of Cork City.
During my studies I came across a book by Ignasi de Sola Morales called Minimal Architecture in
Barcelona that detailed his efforts to have Mies’ famous pavilion reconstructed, and showed
contemporary projects informed by a sensibility to detailing informed by Mies (12). I won a travel
scholarship to visit Barcelona to visit this work and to see Mies’ pavilion. I surveyed it precisely and
prepared a set of measured drawings on my return to Dublin.
I still struggled with the established view in my school of architecture, and the emerging tendencies
in Irish architecture, so after my studies I emigrated to France where modernism was still generally
accepted. I visited many buildings by the first generation of modern architects and read about the
history of the movement. Many of my work colleagues had studied under Henri Ciriani at UP XIII
Belleville where Ciriani had developed a design method from deep research that he had done on
spatial expansion in the houses of Mies and Le Corbusier. This had been published in 1989 and,

though out of print in the mid-nineties - I was able to photocopy a friend’s copy the report and to
study the methods explored there (13). I also read about the modern houses in Scandinavia, and
learnt that architects like Jorn Utzon had often used timber frames of their houses, and that this
form of construction had the potential to solve the problem of cold bridging that was sometimes
cited as a failure of modern architecture in northern Europe.
After a spell working in London, I returned to Dublin and got married. My wife, who is a keen
gardener, and I purchased a small infill site that was a former vegetable garden, with the intention of
building a house for ourselves and our children. We were conscious that our budget was limited so
that we could only afford to build a house of a certain size. The building line of neighbouring houses
and other site factors suggested a footprint of just under 80m2 and a maximum height of two
storeys.
I thought about the levels of spatial organisation described by Bernard Leupen in his book Frames
and Generic Spaces (2006). Leupen lists five levels from the road/street network, to the structure;
envelope; partitioning; services; and access. Leupen draws on Heynen’s dilemma of dwelling and
suggests that the solution to the dilemma can be approached by fixing and releasing aspects of
architectural control so that the house can reconfigure and change over time. He introduces three
types of flexibility –alterable space; extendable space; and polyvalent space. This last category can
be reconfigured by mobile elements like furniture and utensils. In Leupen’s elaboration of Heynen’s
thesis, everyday life can be framed by movable and fixed elements (14).

Figure 4: McLaughlin House 2013: Planimetric Drawing

Figure 5: McLaughlin House: Entrance Front. 2013

My wife and I decided to build a framed structure with large areas of glass to maximise daylight and
the connections between house and garden. We imagined a field of vision expanding out through

the glass façade and back through the house expanding the sense of space to include the whole site
which measured almost 270m2. As one of the sides was to be an external passage from front to
back, we glazed this with opal glass above head height to give the impression of a continuous band
of glazing around three sides of the living area. We plastered all of the garden walls with a similar
plaster to that used internally to reinforce the sense of a continuous field that is enclosed in a wall
high enough to contain it. We populated the house and garden with plants and furniture that blur
the distinction between inside and outside.In contrast to the ground floor - the first floor is less
glazed and is heavily insulated so that it is more private visually. This is clad in timber so that it
appears as a box sitting above the visual field of house and garden.

Figure 6: McLaughlin House: Ground Floor Plan. 2013

In the first version of the design I had located the fireplace on the wall along the side passage but I
made a number of perspective studies and decided to move it out into the open plan to make a
division while leaving the space open. This had the effect of layering the space and increased the
sense of depth while still allowing views through the house. Adding furniture to the plans showed
how this too could contribute to a sense of layering along with plants in pots.

Figure 7: McLaughlin House: Kitchen/Dining Area. 2013

We had very limited money so we built the house ourselves. I had built a number of buildings in
concrete and steel but had never used timber as a structural material before and I was surprised by
how versatile it is. The construction involved pouring a concrete raft foundation and building a low
rising wall off that to support the sole plate of the timber frame. The frame came prefabricated from
a factory and I was able to fix the insulation and membranes myself. The fabricators showed me how

to lap the joints. I also stained the cladding myself and employed a pair of carpenters to cut and fix
it. The timber structural members do not conduct heat so unlike concrete and steel, the structure
can be expressed through the envelope meaning that the wall is thinner than in masonry
construction. Above the floorslab we layered insulation and then poured a concrete screed
containing heating so that the floor has a thermal mass that heats the space and the heat then rises
and is caught by the heavily insulated first floor box that floats above it. The structural engineer
explained to me that in concrete and steel construction the problem is to transfer the loads to the
ground, but in timber construction it is to stop the house flying away in the wind. As the build
progressed, I started to enjoy the quality of material lightness of the structure and the sense that it
is structurally lively with a spring to it. On stormy nights the whole house quivers slightly in the wind.
As I reflected on this, I realised that most of my contemporaries were pursuing materially heavy
solutions in architecture rather than light ones. I realised that there was a shared set of assumptions
underlying much of the critical architecture being produced around me that tended towards weight
and permanence – towards a Heideggerian concept of dwelling.

Figure 8: McLaughlin House: Library. 2013

Lightness
As an alternative to the Hiedeggerian tendency towards weight and permanence, I see the lightness
of frames as being capable of accommodating evolution and change. By its economy of means, the
frame rests lightly on the earth and frames our experience of it. The vertical members tether our
sleeping bodies to the ground so that they don’t drift away on windy nights. In 2016 I read Ciorra
and Ostende’s book The Japanese House: Architecture and Life after 1945 where I found this text
that resonated with my own experience of building lightly:

‘Thinness”, “translucency”, “flotation” – these terms convey some of the various
connotations which have attached themselves to “lightness” over the last seventy years of
Japanese architecture. If architecture is produced at the nexus of human lives, technologies,
and natural resources, the lightness or heaviness of buildings might be read as a metaphor
of its historical and social context. A grand and expansive construction process requires a
dense “heavy” network of funders, architects, builders, resources, and stages of decision
making. In contrast, the “lightness” of the individual house is perhaps what enables their
performance as critical spaces, architectural experiments which might float above the
constraints and ideologies of the wider social and economic landscape’ (15).
Since building my own house, I have gone on to design several others using timber frame
technology, and we are currently undertaking research on mass housing and exploring the potential
of Cross Laminated Timber (CLT) in addition to frames. We are increasingly interested in the
mapping of performative aspects of dwelling onto framed spaces, and are pursuing an architecture
where spatial flexibility and technical performance converge (16).
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