
The design driven doctoral proposals of practicing architects often begin with a mere 
inkling of a theme or motif embedded in their own work. In this initial stage, it is not yet 
clear if it will become a research topic sufficiently profound to carry their thesis; on the 
one hand fundamental to their own work, and on the other, with enough substance 
to produce a relevant and original contribution to knowledge. At this point, doctoral 
students not rarely focus on tangent aspects that are not relevant for the research 
topic that eventually emerges, and usually they are not yet able to formulate a clear 
hypothesis.

As a helpful methodology in this phase, we propose to produce a contextual map that 
visually and conceptually relates their own original work to relevant discourses and 
other practices in various creative, historical and theoretical fields, awakening the 
memory of old and maybe forgotten projects, and with them, reoccurring influences. 
This initially less comprehensive map becomes a method of reflection within the 
process of its making that can potentially be further developed in following steps.

The selection of reference materials – their own’s and others’ – and the internal 
debate of their conceptual descriptions, together with the question on where and 
how to place them in the map of their community of practice, will trigger a process of 
reflection resulting in a new clarity already when the map has reached its first draft 
stage. The exercise of lay-outing, grouping, spreading and articulating works and 
thoughts in the form of images and texts will help the student to construct lines of 
thought or detect gaps in their argument.

Once a first version is drafted, the map becomes a good dialogue partner that can 
be almost-endlessly bombarded with hypothetical ideas and concepts. Its editing will 
lead to widening the scope in order to ideally eventually narrow it down: in every 
attempt of making space – either for adding a new reference or by removing an 
existing one –, the map will response rearranging and consolidating more and more 
the selected material, and doing so, the major concepts, routes and connections 
within them. 
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In this sense, the contextual map offers a dialogical and intuitional approach to 
reflection that serves as both open archive and semantic board. Its permanent 
malleability provides a multiplicity of possible and accumulative valid results that 
support students during their open-ended early-stages of research. Its nature 
as articulated sequence allows it to be used in initial phases when the topic is 
rather tackled from its inner fragments or details through their relations towards a 
comprehensive positioning. The contextual map tends to remain unconclusive, and 
to ultimately become a meaningful visual representation of the doctoral students’ 
process for the progressive specification of their argumentation.

Fig. 1 shows an example of such a contextual map by Marta Fernandez Guardado. 
Her doctorate began with the obvious observation that her own practice showed 
a reoccurring interest and occupation with the domestic. Her small-scale design 
proposals reinterpret the common practice of living through estranged versions of 
generic furniture and furnishing based on particular rituals, aiming to identify and 
consolidate the personal experience of inhabitation so it can be celebrated and 
shared. Her work negotiates the use and balance of design standards in architecture 
and related fields on the search for a more sensitive production, reproduction and 
renovation of domestic space. The map from this initial phase shown here weaves 
her own design history into a web of references. It juggles visual material of things, 
bodies, homes, representation techniques, statistics on the one hand, and theoretical 
concepts like home, revolution, intimacy, estrangement, diversification on the other. It 
is made in a loose order, without a fixed grid, with various sizes of images and fonts, 
allowing multiple non-linear routs for the gaze as well as for the associations that it 
forms. And it is dense and exuberant, not made for rigorous categorization, but for 
making visible and opening up. 

Marta presented her contextual map in 2018 at CA2RE Berlin. The progress of her 
thesis since can be tracked in the CA2RE+ database on https://ca2re.eu/cognition




