Theory and practice

Theory is usually assumed to precede practice but ‘Practice preceding theory’ is the
telling sub-title to Patrick Hodgkinson'’s essay on Leslie Martin on p. 297 of this issue.
Itis a full year since we published an extended celebration of Martin’s work together
with his essay ‘The grid as generator’ (arq 4/4). Kenneth Frampton's subsequent
Postscript (arq 5/1) placed Martin in a historical perspective. Spurred by Frampton’s
assessment, Hodgkinson now reminds us how Martin’s later theoretical work can be
said to have had its origins in the studio’s early work.

This thought-provoking reminder comes at a time when, in the UK, architecture’s
standing as a research-led university discipline remains as low as ever. Once again in
the government’s recent Research Assessment Exercise no architecture school
achieved the highest rating. This was unremarked upon both by the professional
press (which was much more interested in the upsets at the top end of the league-
table) and by the RIBA (which probably hasn’t even noticed and has certainly never
grasped the significance of university research). It seems that neither much of the
‘theory’ which so many architecture academics expound nor the odd bit of practice
that they manage to undertake is highly rated by the assessors.

This, of course, is not the outcome intended by the 1958 Oxford Conference on
Architectural Education (master-minded by Martin) which determined that in future
all architects should be educated within the research-led university system. But does
the RAE debacle matter? It certainly does. Research-rich schools are better resourced
- and that benefits both teaching and practice. We need to take a hard look at why
architecture fares so badly - and to question its grouping with construction
management and surveying. We must also consider the very nature of university-
based architectural research. Hodgkinson is right when he concludes, ‘much
thought still needs to be given to architectural theory if it is to raise itself from being
purely academic - and therefore practically useful.’

But take a look, too, at the articles on pp. 305 and 312 of this issue. The first, by
occasional practitioner and academic Peter Blundell Jones, sets out the case for
‘Working with the given’. In the second, ‘New meanings from old buildings’, Blundell
Jones and another practitioner/academic, John Sergeant, appraise three very modest
house conversions and extensions designed by them and by David Lea. These
architects have evolved their position over many years - developing, through
building, discussion and writing, a genuinely sustainable approach to the use of
resources. Their buildings may be modest but, together with their writing, they
eloquently encapsulate an approach or theory that is increasingly relevant - and
utterly practical.
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