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The Supercrit series aimed to combine 
lively and informative student events with 
international critical debate at the highest 
level.  The series began with the selection 
and staging of public events. These brought 
some of the world’s greatest architects back 
into a teaching environment to present one 
of their most influential projects to a panel of 
international critics and a studio audience, 
as though they were students presenting 
their work at a design crit. These events 
were recorded and published in carefully 
edited, illustrated and annotated formats, 
accompanied by critical essays. The first 
were published in book form, the latter on 
line. The project aimed to extend critical 
discussion of some of the seminal projects of 
recent architectural history, to question and 
explore the emerging history around them 
with the benefit of hindsight and to introduce 
a new generation of design students to them 
in a way that was both lively and rigorously 
academic. It took advantage of the presence 
of the designers of the buildings and some of 

their most influential critics to generate a new 
forum for critical debate. The methodology 
fused several modes of architectural critique - 
the student crit, the critical journalistic review, 
the edited transcript. The material so produced 
was then treated as highly academic subject 
matter, with meticulous editing, extensive 
picture research, accompanying essays, 
bibliographies, appendices etc. to produce the 
books. The events were all run in collaboration 
with The Architecture Foundation, and 
Supercrit 7 with Tate Britain and the Canadian 
Centre for Architecture. Supercrits #1 - #4 are 
published as books by Routledge in a series 
designed by John Morgan Studio; Supercrits 
#5 - #7 are published online in a custom-built 
web format devised by EXP which now hosts 
the whole series. 
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The Supercrit series grew out of the launch 
event for the Department of Architecture’s 
Research Centre for Experimental Practice 
(EXP), which aimed to document, disseminate 
and support the experimental projects in 
which major shifts of design thinking are 
often incubated. The first Supercrit event 
(Supercrit #1 Cedric Price, Potteries Think Belt, 
November 2003) was so well received that 
it was developed and extended as the basis 
of a major critical series. The remit was to 
extend the critical discussion of some of the 
seminal projects of recent architectural history, 
to question and explore the emerging history 
around them with the benefit of hindsight and 
from the point of view of both the architects 
themselves and their critics.  The series aimed 
to operate at the highest academic level and 
at the same time in a manner accessible 
to the newest students through a lively, 
explanatory and critical debate, which could 
then be edited, extended to provide further 
explanation, contextualise the debate or 
extend them further. 

The series proved hugely successful, attracting 
some of the world’s most famous architects 
as speakers, including Robert Venturi and 
Denise Scott Brown, Richard Rogers, Bernard 
Tschumi and Rem Koolhaas, and attracting 
collaboration and support from major 
institutions such as the Canadian Centre for 
Architecture, the RIBA, Tate Britain, and from 
the Architecture Foundation, which co-ran the 
events from Supercrit #3 onwards. All events 
were oversubscribed and the series was 
enthusiastically reviewed in the national and 
international press, and widely imitated, even 
to the use of the name ‘Supercrit’. 

Supercrits added to new knowledge by 
exploring, challenging and developing 
academic, journalistic and popular history as it 
grows around these significant recent projects, 
as well as opening up both project and 
debate to a new audience. This happened 
through the events themselves and the 
extended academic and visual format of the 
subsequent books and websites.

Supercrits included in the REF period are:

Supercrit #3:  
Richard Rogers, The Pompidou Centre 
Event date: 22 April 2005 
Publication: Kester Rattenbury and Samantha 
Hardingham (eds.). Supercrit #3. Richard 
Rogers, The Pompidou Centre. London: 
Routledge 2011. ISBN 978-0-415-45786-6

Supercrit #4: 
Bernard Tschumi, Parc de la Villette 
Event date: 14 October 2005 
Publication: Samantha Hardingham and 
Kester Rattenbury (eds.). Supercrit #4 Bernard 
Tschumi, Parc de la Villette. London: Routledge, 
2011. ISBN 978-0-415-45788-0 

Supercrit #5: 
Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York 
Event date: 5 May 2006 
URL: http://www.supercrits.com/5/

Supercrit #6: 
Leon Krier, Poundbury 
Event date: 31 October 2008 
URL: http://www.supercrits.com/6/

Supercrit #7: 
James Stirling & Michael Wilford, Neue 
Staatsgalerie 
Event date: 8 April 2011 
URL: http://www.supercrits.com/7/

Context and General Description



Research Questions

1) How can popular ‘events’ such as architectural lectures develop and extend as both an 
academic and teaching resource?

2) How can the teaching ‘crit’ style of confrontational debate be used to explore academic 
and professional and experimental ideas?

3) What are the key criticisms that have emerged of some of the most significant architectural 
projects, and how do their architects respond to and challenge these?

4)  How is such criticism formed, and how is it challenged?

1) To extend and develop critical debate 
about some of the major architectural projects 
of our time through use of one of architecture’s 
own pedagogical formats  

The series is an intentional crossover between 
academic research, student teaching and 
journalistic criticism.  It aims to extend and 
develop the debate of some of the major 
architectural projects of our time in a way 
that is at once lively, highly informed, 
operating at the highest critical level, and 
is remains accessible to the newest design 
student.  It does this by adapting one of 
architecture’s popular teaching methods, the 
‘crit for international and critical purposes, 
with international academic critics, working 
journalists and major practitioners forming 
the crit panel, but also by ensuring a largely 
student audience so that the discussion also 
includes the newest ‘visitors’ to the project.

2) To devise a format to engage eminent 
architects of major projects in critical, public 
debate

In devising this format, the series seeks firstly, 
to receive a first-hand account of the intentions 
behind the project, presented by the original 
architect as though for the first time, and then, 
their reflections on that project with the benefit 
of hindsight.  Secondly, it selects critics to 
challenge and discuss that description, and 
in particular, to debate with the subjects the 
critical view of the project which arose at the 
time and has risen since.  In maintaining the 
‘student crit’ format, it allows for questions 
to be occasionally shocking, irreverent, or 
extremely simple and direct; of a kind which 
would not normally be asked of such an 
eminent architect in any forum, let alone a 
public one.

Aims and Objectives 
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3) To record and expand the public event 
into a publishable format that extends critical 
debate about the projects and makes it 
accessible to a wider audience. 

The book format seeks to combine and 
develop some of the established publishing 
conventions of architectural books: mixing the 
academic with the ‘visual’ book; the transcript 
with the edited collection book; the student 
textbook with the ‘scrapbook’.  It consist of 
a preliminary section with an introductory 
essay; the brief for the original project; and an 
‘illustrated section’ including both key images 
and many little-known or unpublished images 
uncovered by the research. This section is 
followed by a full transcript of the debate 
itself, where scrupulous editing, extensive 
footnotes and inclusive picture research clarify, 
elaborate, explain, challenge and illustrate the 
debate itself.  Finally there is a closing essay, 
a section for supplementary material such as 
facsimiles of key critical articles, or stop frames 
of relevant movies discussing the project; and 
a full index of further reading.  

The website adapts the same basic material to 
an online structure, where a video of the whole 
talk is accompanied by a timeline of visual 
images and notes, (thus acting as the digital 
version of the main annotated transcript). 
Essays and supplementary material are 
available alongside this.  The site further allows 
you to link though to samples of the books 
of the earlier events.  The web format builds 
on the experience of the EXP team who also 

devised the Archigram Archival Project and 
therefore opens the series up more genuinely 
to an online audience as a major public 
resource.



Research Methods

The series borrows a teaching and feedback 
mechanism from its own teaching methods - 
the crit and applies it to the most influential 
design projects and practitioners.  It therefore 
sets a well-established but unpredictable 
critical framework - description/presentation, 
chaired critical discussion from specialist 
panel, audience questions - allowing both 
evolution of description from the designers, 
high level debate with eminent critic of very 
different kinds, while maintaining the need for 
clear description to newcomers to the field.

To this it then applies the highest standards of 
editorial input over the whole series, both in 
structuring the event and debate itself as far as 
possible, and in the subsequent publications 
through editing, annotating, illustrating and 
adding new critical and interpretative material 
to the transcripts of the events themselves. This 
resource was developed first in book form with 
John Morgan Studio designers and Routledge 
as publishers, and then in the design of a new, 

custom-built web format, considering technical 
possibilities, visual appeal and broad usability 
at a number of levels.  As with the Archigram 
Archival Project, the project attempts to 
make academic material available to a 
new audience while maintaining academic 
standards of rigour, clarity and intellectual 
content.

The EXP team (led by first Rattenbury and 
Hardingham and then Rattenbury with 
other members of the University) selected 
the projects, researched the key texts and 
criticisms on them, selected (and persuaded) 
the panel members; devised crib sheets for the 
audience giving the background to the project 
and identifying key debates which had arisen 
since; participated in the debates, recorded 
the events. They then reviewed and extended 
these for publication, researching and writing 
the footnotes, sourcing images, writing 
new accompanying texts and preparing an 
appendix and list of further reading. 

This was a highly collaborative project. Rattenbury’s roles were:  

1) Co-curator of events #1 - #6
As collaborator, with Samantha Hardingham on Supercrits #1-6 and lead organiser on Supercrit 
#7, Rattenbury was involved in selecting subjects, arranging events, researching the critical 
background and preparing the materials (textual and visual) for events. 

2) Co-author/editor of books with Samantha Hardingham 
This involved detailed control or transcript editing throughout, picture research, research and 
writing notes, research of additional materials and writing introductory essay.

3) Website   
Rattenbury devised and oversaw the project, edited the transcript (Supercrit #5) wrote the notes, 
selected pictures and wrote accompanying new texts. Website development design was by Filip 
Visnjic and Eduard Prats-Molner; production, management, video editing and picture research, 
additional notes and editing by Clare Hamman.
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Dissemination / Impact

All events have been free and oversubscribed. 
From 2005, the Architecture Foundation joined 
EXP to run the series because of vast demand 
for places. Collaboration and support came 
from major institutions such as the Canadian 
Centre for Architecture, the RIBA and Tate 
Britain, and from the Architecture Foundation, 
who co-ran the events from Supercrit #3 
onwards. Reviews have appeared in the 
national and international architectural press 
e.g. Building Design, AD, The Architect’s 
Journal, The Architects Newspaper (New York) 
and others. Books have lead to invitations to 
Rattenbury to speak on the project at events 
such as the AE foundation in Edinburgh, 
2011 (http://aefoundation.co.uk/pompidou-
video-lecture-2-of-the-architect-in-public-life-
series/) and the Ecole Superieure d’Art at 
de Technique, France, 2012 (publication in 
press). The series has been much imitated, 
even to the use of the name Supercrits, for 
instance at the Venice Biennale 2012. The 
website launches October 2013.



Evidence

“The Supercrit is now establishing itself as a highlight of the academic London year, creating a 
unique buzz with departure from the manner in which architecture is usually discussed.” (Helen 
Castle, 2005, p. 22)

Events

Fig.01 Supercrit #3  (L to R) Luigi Prestinenza 
Puglisi, Mark Wigley?, Paul Finch, 
Kester Rattenbury, David Greene

Fig.02 Supercrit #3 Richard Rogers
Fig.03 Supercrit #3 (L to R) Mike Dowd, 

Gianfranco Franchini, Richard Rogers
Fig.04 Supercrit #4 (L to R) Paul Finch, Peter 

Cook
Fig.05 Supercrit #4 Bernard Tschumi
Fig.06 Supercrit #4 (L to R) Peter Cook, 

Bernard Tschumi, Paul Finch
Fig.07 Supercrit #5 Rem Koolhaas. In the 

background (L to R): Murray Fraser, 
Rowan Moore, Alejandro Zaero-Polo, 
Paul Finch, David Green, Mark Wigley

Fig.08 Supercrit #5 (L to R): Rowan Moore 
(back of head), Madelon Vreisendorp, 
Rem Koolhaas, Alejandro Zaero-
Polo, David Greene, Mark Wigley, 
[unknown], Kate Heron

Fig.09 Supercrit #6 L to R): Kester, Charles 
Jencks, Leon Krier, Kate Heron (back of 
head)

Fig.10 Supercrit #6 (L to R): Leon Krier (sat), 
Charles Jencks

Fig.11 Supercrit #6 Leon Krier
Fig.12 Supercrit #7 Michael Wilford 

Books

Fig.13 Supercrit #1 Cedric Price, Potteries 
Think Belt. Book Cover

Fig.14 Supercrit #2 Robert Venturi and Denise 
Scott Brown, Learning from Las Vegas. 
Book Cover 

Fig.15 Supercrit #3 Richard Rogers, The 
Pompidou Centre. Book Cover 

Fig.16 Supercrit #4 Bernard Tschumi, Parc de 
la Villette. Book Cover 

Fig.17 Supercrit #4 Book Spread, Proof
Fig.18 Supercrit #4 Book Spread, Proof
Fig.19 Supercrit #4 Book Spread, Proof
Fig.20 Supercrit #4 Book Spread, Proof
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Website Screen Shots

Fig.21 Supercrit #5 Home Page 
Fig.22 Supercrit #5 Presentation 
Fig.23 Supercrit #5 Presentation 
Fig.24 Supercrit #5 Presentation
Fig.25 Supercrit #5 Presentation  
Fig.26 Supercrit #5 Presentation  
Fig.27 Supercrit #5 Presentation  
Fig.28 Supercrit #5 Presentation  
Fig.29 Supercrit #5 Crit, Paul Finch
Fig.30 Supercrit #5 Crit, David Green   
Fig.31 Supercrit #5 Crit, Sean Griffiths
Fig.32 Supercrit #5 Crit, Rowan Moore
Fig.33 Supercrit #5 Crit , Rem Koolhaas 
Fig.34 Supercrit #7 Home Page
Fig.35 Supercrit #7 Presentation 
Fig.36 Supercrit #7 Presentation
Fig.37 Supercrit #7 Presentation
Fig.38 Supercrit #7 Presentation 
Fig.39 Supercrit #7 Crit, Piers Gough
Fig.40 Supercrit #7 Crit, Charles Jencks
Fig.41 Supercrit #7 Crit, John Tooney
Fig.42 Supercrit #7 Crit, John Tooney and 

Louisa Button
Fig.43 Supercrit #7 Crit, Michael Wolford
Fig.44 Supercrit #7 Crit, Hugh Pearman
Fig.45 Supercrit #7 Crit, Louisa Button
Fig.46 Supercrit #7 Crit, Kieran Long

Press

Supercrit #3
P.01 Kerr, Jo. ‘A Jury of his Peers’.

Supercrit #4
P.02  Castle, Helen, 2005. ‘Tschumi Faces 

the Family.’ Building Design 1695, 21 
October, pp.22,23.  

SuperCrit #5
P.03 Long, Kieran, 2006. ‘Rem Koolhaas.’ 

Icon 37, July, p.15

Supercrit #6
P.04 Darly, Gillian, 2008. ‘Poundbury 

Unpicked.’ Architects Journal 11 
November, p. 41-43 

P.05 Hobhouse, Naill, 2008. ‘Code 
remains Unbroken.’ Building Design, 28 
November. 



Fig.01 Supercrit #3  (L to R) Luigi Prestinenza Puglisi, Mark Wigley?, Paul Finch, Kester Rattenbury, David Greene
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Fig.02 Supercrit #3 Richard Rogers

Fig.03 Supercrit #3 (L to R) Mike Dowd, Gianfranco Franchini, Richard Rogers



Fig.04 Supercrit #4 (L to R) Paul Finch, Peter Cook

Fig.05 Supercrit #4 Bernard Tschumi Fig.06 Supercrit #4 (L to R) Peter Cook, Bernard Tschumi, Paul Finch
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Fig.07 Supercrit #5 Rem Koolhaas. In the background (L to R): Murray Fraser, Rowan Moore, Alejandro Zaero-Polo, Paul Finch, David Green, Mark Wigley

Fig.08 Supercrit #5 (L to R): Rowan Moore (back of head), Madelon Vreisendorp, Rem Koolhaas, Alejandro Zaero-Polo, David Greene, Mark Wigley, [unknown], Kate Heron



Fig.09 Supercrit #6 L to R): Kester, Charles Jencks, Leon Krier, Kate Heron (back of head)

Fig.10 Supercrit #6 (L to R): Leon Krier (sat), Charles Jencks Fig.11 Supercrit #6 Leon Krier
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Fig.12 Supercrit #7 Michael Wilford 



Fig.13 Supercrit #1 Cedric Price, Potteries Think Belt. Book Cover

Fig.14 Supercrit #2 Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown, Learning from Las Vegas. Book Cover 

Books
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Fig.15 Supercrit #3 Richard Rogers, The Pompidou Centre. Book Cover 

Fig.16 Supercrit #4 Bernard Tschumi, Parc de la Villette. Book Cover 



Project illustrations 17Supercrit #1: Cedric Price: POTTERIES THINKBELT 16

Project illustrations

Aerial view of Parc de la Vilette

Area plan – The park forms part of the vision of the city

Fig.17 Supercrit #4 Book Spread, Proof
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Supercrit #4: Parc de la Villette 60 Transcript: Parc de la Villette 61

  For all their so-called “sculptural” quality, the folies are not abstract 

sculptures in the manner of a Sol LeWitt19 artwork or even a Richard 

Meier building.20 They are about the dialogue between contemporary 

buildings and the reality of the city. This is most apparent in the drawing 

that shows the grid of folies extending out from the city of Paris as a 

repetitive and potentially unending succession of buildings. La Villette’s 

explicit status as an “urban” park also contrasts with the paradigm of 

Olmsted35 or of the English park36 as a replica of nature. Despite their 

green grass and somewhat eccentrically planted gardens, the flat surfaces 

of the planes are not programmed; I didn’t and do not design what 

happens on them. For example, during summer nights, the large green 

field at the centre of the park becomes a 3,000-seat outdoor cinema 

theatre. This is what I mean when I say that La Villette is a piece of the 

city, a variegated space of cultural places. It is a new type of park—a park 

of “culture,” not “nature.” But the park is also more broadly “cultural” in 

the sense that its design was informed by some of the ideas of the day. 

I mentioned earlier that I had been fascinated by the work of artists like 

Nice Style. I should also mention Vito Acconci and other American artists 

who were interested in the interaction of the body with space.37 In the 

art field, but also in the literary world, I found others who were asking 

the same questions as I was, in totally different ways. At the time I knew 

as much about art, cinema, and literature as I did about architecture. I 

had read people like Foucault,38 who discussed the circulation of power 

and the establishment of archetypes like prisons and hospitals, but also 

people who were asking questions about the notion of stability, the 

notion of “truth,” and what were, at the time, very radical questions 

about our society.

  One of them was Jacques Derrida.39 We should get one thing straight 

here: the park was not at all inspired by his theories. I do not think you 

can “build” Deconstruction. Derrida was more of an ally, in the same 

sense that I was looking for people to support and confirm what I was 

doing in certain 1920s work, like the films of Sergei Eisenstein40 such 

as Battleship Potemkin,,41 and the work of the Dadaists,42 Surrealists,43 

and Constructivists.44 I thought Derrida was asking many of the same 

questions about foundations and fundamental concepts in his field that 

I was asking myself in architecture. So I invited him to come and design 

a garden at La Villette, and I paired him with Peter Eisenman.45 He had 

never been approached by an architect before. When I first asked Derrida 

to come to my office, he immediately asked me: “Why are you interested 

in Deconstruction? Because Deconstruction is anti-form, anti-hierarchy, and 

anti-structure.” My answer was: “Precisely for those reasons!” 

  At the time, this pairing-up caught fire and everybody talked about it, but 

what was more important was that it demonstrated a wish not to accept 

all the received ideas about what architecture is. Architecture always 

needs to re-examine itself inventively. The La Villette project was not so 

much about how to condition design, but rather about how to design 

conditions, namely, to try to stage situations, specifically urban situations. 

Right now there is a lot of discussion about the idea of surfaces, and 

conditioning the package or packaging of architecture. But the intention 

of my project was much more about designing the conditions that can 

19. Sol LeWitt (1928-2007), American 
Minimalist and Conceptual artist, whose 
work focused on the cube and the square, 
working in series of permutations.

20. Richard Meier, b.1934. American 
architect, renowned for his pristine white 
modernist buildings, including the Smith 
House, Connecticut; The Getty Centre, Los 
Angeles; and the High Museum of Art, 
Atlanta, Georgia. He was a central figure in 
the New York Five in the late 1960s (a group 
that also included Peter Eisenman, John 
Hejduk, Michael Graves, and Charles 
Gwathmey), also known as New York Whites 
for their pursuit of a purist Neo-Corbusian 
architecture. See, Five Architects, Oxford 
University Press Inc, USA, 1975.

35. Frederick Law Olmstead (1822-1903), 
landscape architect. His most celebrated 
designs include Mont Royal in Montreal 
(1876), the landscaping around The United 
States Capitol Hill in Washington D.C (1874) 
and Central Park in New York (completed in 
1873 with architect Calvert Vaux (shown 
here)). The latter was proposed as the 
‘Greensward Plan’, a naturalistic design, a 
complete work of landscape art and notable 
as an early example of the park as a public 
institution that had previously not been a 
prerequisite of all urban green spaces

36. Stourhead, Wiltshire, U.K. The house, a Palladian 
mansion, designed by Colen Campbell (1720-24) and 
home of the Hoare family from 1717 (previously home of 
the Stourton family for 700 years). The gardens were 
designed by Henry Hoare II and laid out between 1741 and 
1780 and are considered to be at the forefront of the 18th 
century English landscape movement that celebrated 
nature as inspired by the landscape painters of the 17th 
century such as Claude Lorrain (1600-82)

37. Step Piece (1970) by Vito 
Acconci. In this piece the artist 
“stepped on and off a stool in his 
apartment every morning at the 
rate of thirty steps a minute, 
continuing the effort for as long 
as possible; the results of his 
‘daily improvement’ were 
distributed to the art public in the 
form of monthly progress 
reports.   (Source: Kate Linker, 
Vito Acconci, Rizzoli, New York, 
1994, p. 24.)  

38. Michael Foucault (1926-84). 
French philosopher, sociologist 
and historian. Published works 
include Madness and 
Civilization: A History of Insanity 
in the Age of Reason (1961), The 
Order of Things: An Archaeology 
of the Human Sciences (1966)

39.  Jacques Derrida (1930 – 
2004), French philosopher and 
founder of ‘deconstruction’. 
Major formative texts include 
Writing and Difference, Of 
Grammatology, Speech and 
Phenomena all published in 1967 

40. Sergei Eisenstein (1898 – 
1948), Soviet Russian film 
director and film theorist notable 
for his silent films including 
Battleship Potemkin, Strike and 
October and his use of montage 
in film-making characterized by a 
‘collision’ of shots denoting 
conflicts of social value, scale, 
volume, rhythm or speed

41.  Still image from film 
Battleship Potemkin (1925)

Fig.18 Supercrit #4 Book Spread, Proof
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 Bernard Tschumi Well, the issue of “art and architecture” is actually rather painful, because 

why should those categories be so hard-edged? At the time when Bruce 

and I were playing with ideas and talking together, we referred to it as 

“the sensibility.” The relationship between the two terms was extremely 

close. There were not too many differences between the way Bruce 

McLean was thinking here in London, and the way friends of mine like 

Robert Longo,65 David Salle,66 or Cindy Sherman67 were working in 

New York. But the funny thing is that you could produce work without 

caring whether it was called “art” or “architecture,” as part of a common 

exploration. 

  About four years before La Villette, people started to come to the New 

York loft where I lived and worked to see my work. Some of them invited 

me to exhibit in art galleries. Then I was formally asked by two galleries 

at the same time. One was called Metro Pictures, the other the Max 

Protetch Gallery. I had only admiration for the artists showing at Metro 

Pictures (who included Cindy Sherman and Longo, among others) and 

less interest for the work of Michael Graves32 and a few other architects 

at Max Protetch. By then I was very close to an art critic named Kate 

Linker,33 and when I mentioned that I had been approached by Metro 

Pictures, she said, “No way! You’re not an artist, you’re an architect!” 

Psychoanalysis, right? So I exhibited at the architects’ gallery. The reason 

why I tell this story is that the social and professional pressures are such 

that, even if you want to fight against received ideas, you often end up 

caught up in them. If you always try to travel the road that accompanies 

freedom, then you are really stuck as an architect because your clients are 

banks, governments, and other establishment people. So we are caught 

in that strange situation where we have to manoeuvre in order to give the 

appearance of respectability. Therefore, we call ourselves architects.

 Nigel Coates It is difficult to focus the La Villette design on the issue of movement 

because that can never be repeated. It is represented and frozen and in a 

sense conformed to all the freezing tendencies architecture has performed 

since time immemorial. But that means that the actual movement and 

the actual experiences which take place in the spaces you’ve created, is 

another step. How much do you think that you were able to anticipate 

what those occupations would be? Did you want to anticipate them, 

or did you want to cause the absolutely opposite, where nothing was 

determined about how the spaces would be used? Of course the cubes 

are the clearest example of that point. Where the cubes, as I understand 

it, have certain prescribed functions – whether it is a kindergarten or a 

club – but then they translate choreography into three dimensions. They 

are not just flat, not just a wall – they have a kind of balletic, sculptural 

engagement. So when they were built, were you surprised or disappointed 

by the way people used them – were ordinary people able to live up to 

what you expected them to do?

 Bernard Tschumi YES! Before getting to people, I should touch on the issue of frozen 

movement. Maybe it goes back to the arts scene of the time, when a 

number of artists were interested in B-movies and had taken images and 

freeze-framed them, as one calls it. So sure, you could think that the 

movement that you have drawn on a piece of paper and eventually build 

32. Michael Graves, b. 1934. American 
architect and one of the New York Five (see 
fn.28). His post-modern style is at its most 
playful and entertaining at the Swan and 
Dolphin Hotels, Disney, Florida and most 
sober at iconic The Portland Building, 
Portland, Oregan. Graves is also well known 
for his furniture and product designs.

33. Kate Linker, art critic and writer of 
books on art including Love for Sale: The 
Words and Pictures of Barbara Kruger (Harry 
N. Abrams Inc, 1990) and Vito Acconci 
(Rizzoli International Publications, Inc., 1994, 
among others.

65. Bernard Tschumi in a still from an untitled film by Robert Longo

66. High and Low, 1994 by David Salle

67. Untitled Film Still #17, 1978 (reprinted 1998) by Cindy Sherman

Fig.19 Supercrit #4 Book Spread, Proof
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Supercrit #4: Parc de la Villette 92 Transcript: Parc de la Villette 93

La Villette.39 We have never done a big book on La Villette, though we 

might one day.40 This was done on purpose: because of the scale of the 

project, it would swallow up everything else; after all, we worked on it 

for 15 years, right? So the issue—and now I am back to your other point 

about “strategies”—is that I really believe that architecture is made out 

of a number of concepts and ideas that can have an incredible effect 

on both the history or nature of the discipline, but also on the everyday 

life of people. If you go back to the three parks in Paris that have been 

built, people talked about them as the parks of the future, the present, 

and the past. People called La Villette the “park of the future,” which is 

nice. But what’s interesting is that it is the one where the activities are 

unpredictable—that it is the only one that has had a social impact.

 Paul Finch Can I ask if there are any persons in the audience with a question? I’ll take a 

couple and then come back to Bernard for a response.

 Unidentified Student77 I’m particularly interested in how you managed to transform an abstract 

project like The Manhattan Transcripts into a reality at La Villette, and 

I want to ask you this: you say The Manhattan Transcripts derived from 

attempting to create your own vocabulary in architecture but that is 25 

years old now. So if you had to do a student project for this time next 

week, say for another crit in a week’s time, and you had to redefine 

today’s rules, how would you go about it and what would you do 

differently in relation to The Manhattan Transcripts?

 Unidentified Student 2 You mention about building this scheme as something that was built 

from your text, and you mention the words “practicing theory” and 

“theoretical practice.” So I am going to pick up on the ideas of practicing 

theory. Something that you mention as an intention would be event and 

the cinematic. How would you assess this project based on the scale of 

elements, say if the follies would be normal huts or the lines would be just 

normal promenades or the scale of the park in relation to the city? But, 

what is its success compared to Hyde Park in London, or maybe compared 

to Downsview in Toronto which is the inverse? How does practising theory 

become useful to you? Is it merely a tool for formal interpretation of the 

subjective judgement?

 Paul Finch Nice simple questions, then.

 Bernard Tschumi To the first question: if I had to do another project in one week and present 

it here, forget it! What I found out is that it’s very quick to come to a 

form; it’s very slow to arrive at a concept. So things just don’t happen in a 

week. In the case of The Manhattan Transcripts, perhaps the major lesson 

that I learned from it and that still occasionally comes back in my work 

today, is the notion of independent and autonomous systems that work 

without any reference to one another and are superimposed on one other. 

Also, it was very useful to have explored a specific series of devices in The 

Manhattan Transcripts. I was not bound by the usual architectural clichés 

of architectural representation because I was inventing the rules as I went 

along. Maybe that was the closest I got to behave like an artist. The 

question about practicing theory and theory preceding practice or practice 

preceding theory—well, I have always hated the idea of a clear “outcome” 

39.  The Event-Cities series is published 
by MIT Press, Cambridge, MA and London. 
The first volume was published in 1994. 
Event-Cities 2, published in 2000, includes 
the Parc de la Villette on pp. 44-223.

40. See bibliography.
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Fig.22 Supercrit #5 Presentation Fig.23 Supercrit #5 Presentation 



Fig.24 Supercrit #5 Presentation Fig.25 Supercrit #5 Presentation  
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Fig.26 Supercrit #5 Presentation  Fig.27 Supercrit #5 Presentation  



Fig.28 Supercrit #5 Presentation  Fig.29 Supercrit #5 Crit, Paul Finch
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Fig.30 Supercrit #5 Crit, David Green   

Fig.32 Supercrit #5 Crit, Rowan Moore



Fig.31 Supercrit #5 Crit, Sean Griffiths
Fig.33 Supercrit #5 Crit , Rem Koolhaas 
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Fig.34 Supercrit #7 Home Page

Fig.35 Supercrit #7 Presentation 

Fig.36 Supercrit #7 Presentation



Fig.37 Supercrit #7 Presentation

Fig.38 Supercrit #7 Presentation 

Fig.39 Supercrit #7 Crit, Piers Gough



30

Fig.40 Supercrit #7 Crit, Charles Jencks

Fig.41 Supercrit #7 Crit, John Tooney



Fig.42 Supercrit #7 Crit, John Tooney and Louisa Button

Fig.43 Supercrit #7 Crit, Michael Wolford
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Fig.45 Supercrit #7 Crit, Louisa Button

Fig.44 Supercrit #7 Crit, Hugh Pearman



Fig.46 Supercrit #7 Crit, Kieran Long
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P.01: Kerr, Jo. ‘A Jury of his Peers’
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P.02: Castle, Helen, 2005. ‘Tschumi Faces the Family.’ Building Design 1695, 21 October, pp.22,23.  
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P.03: Long, Kieran, 2006. ‘Rem Koolhaas.’ Icon 37, July, p.15 P.03 (extract)



SuperCrit #6

P.04 Darly, Gillian, 2008. ‘Poundbury Unpicked.’ Architects Journal 11 November, p. 41-43

Who’d have thought that last Friday’s Supercrit 
#6, Leon Krier’s discussion of his Poundbury 
masterplan, would prove the most Popular 
of the series? The man behind the Dorset 
‘urban village’ masterplan - now Approaching 
adulthood - beat previous Participants such 
as Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown, 
Cedric Price and Rem Koolhaas, and filled a 
studio up on the fourth Floor at the University 
of Westminster. The Organisers, Kester 
Rattenbury and Samantha Hardingham of the 
university’s Research Centre for Experimental 
Practice (EXP), chose a topic with surpr,isingly 
broad appeal in this ongoing series that place,s 
key pinternational projects under renewed and 
expert scrutiny. 
 Krier is a natural at this kind of disquisition 
An easy polemicist with a well-honed 
presentation who is quick to show off his 
skills as a draughtsman. Charles Jencks, who 
chaired the event, praised Krier as a master of 
the dialectical method, the lecture as thinking 
process, and so it was - even if it was all 
too familiar in the pegs for its arguments. If 
the audience is to take away one message, 
Krier said, it is the philosophical error of 
distinguishing between high and low tech. 
There is, he holds, ‘only one technology’. 
His objective is to clarify planning issues and 
to strip away the Modernist agenda. ‘Vast 
repetitions don’t make real societies,’ said 
Krier, after laying in to high rise (‘vertical culs- 
de-sac’) and insisting that Poundbury’s prime 
objective was to produce a ‘network of towns 
which can survive the loss of fossil fuels’, 
cutting back on car use. In Dorset, it is simple: 
for the Poundbury masterplanner, ‘length of 
legs’ determines the scale. 
 In the audience, forced to crane our necks 
sharp right to see the screens, we listened 

as Krier expounded the masterplan for 
Poundbury, the four concentric urban villages 
(with no acknowledgement made to Ebenezer 
Howard’s garden cities), the taming of the 
car, a design code (backed, at every turn, by 
‘solid drawings’) and the wholesale rejection 
of Modernism - the message as delivered for 
almost 20 years. But Poundbury is atypical, an 
estate town with an unusually high-profile lord 
of the manor. Resolute anti-Modernist Prince 
Charles, who, as the Duke of Cornwall, owns 
the land on which Poundbury sits, has shown 
great fortitude, says Krier. So, it must be said, 
has Krier. 
 Now, however, the theory of Pound bury 
has to be measured against reality: two phases 
are complete, a third is about to start on site. 
Krier sees the plan as a 60 per cent success, 
let down by intransigent local authorities, the 
British construction industry and, he implied, 
by the growing imbalance (and resulting 
tensions) between the established outer areas of 
Dorchester and the new extension. He is bullish 
about the next phase. It will be better built 
and finally includes a feature for the skyline 
which is, to my eyes, strangely reminiscent of 
mud-brick towers in sub-saharan Africa. With 
Krier’s alarm about the pending resource crisis, 
the towers at Poundbury might contain water 
tanks similar to those at Thorpeness on the 
Suffolk coast. 
 Poundbury is a highly planned, coded 
environment. Krier varied its plot sizes and 
mixed uses in civility and the hope that a 
coherent community would emerge. Yet 
attempts to create social diversity were less 
than successful, even before the current 
downturn. A bit of reflection, even a sense of 
history, might have helped - it was a century 
ago that Dame Henrietta Barnett had the same 

difficulty with her ‘workmen’s cottages’ at 
Hampstead Garden Suburb. Nor can Krier (or 
his client) grapple with the radical ideas that 
lay behind the garden cities and copartnership 
estates; experiments with tenure and the wider 
benefits of sharing rising land values are not 
for the Duchy of Cornwall. From the start, 
Poundbury was simply an attempt to better the 
quality of a development that was already on 
the cards. 
 Krier faced not only a full audience, but 
a five-strong panel of critics. Sean Griffiths 
of FAT confined himself to enjoying the 
strangeness of Poundbury while questioning 
its wider application. Jules Lubbock was 
Prince Charles’ architectural adviser when 
Krier was chosen to mastermind the Duchy of 
Cornwall venture. Architect Michael Wilford, 
formerly of James Stirling Michael Wilford 
& Associates has, oddly enough, never been 
tempted to visit Poundbury despite often 
driving by. He questioned the relationship of 
the sectors to the historic town centre and the 
lack of topographical information. 
 Krier worked in the Stirling Wilford office 
until epic battles with Stirling - exacerbated 
by the Prince of Wales, as Jencks reminded 
us - brought that phase of his career to a 
close. Panelist James Woudhuysen detected a 
misanthropic note in the scheme, or at least, a 
detachment from reality leavened by privilege. 
As the panelists asked, if Poundbury aspired 
to self-sufficiency, where was the hospital and 
where was the power, plant? 
 But until a spirited intervention by panellist 
Sarah Wigglesworth the elephant in the room 
- style - was not acknowledged. Where was, 
she asked, the ‘readily available ordinariness’ 
of the vernacular? The architecture under 
discussion was, by definition, expensive, 

and Wigglesworth questioned the references 
to authenticity. Krier was rattled; he found 
it ‘touching’ that Poundbury isn’t seen as 
looking contemporary enough. Wigglesworth 
pursued the point, though, taking issue with 
Krier’s emphasis on form and suggesting 
that suitable ingredients for a contemporary 
vernacular might include ‘history, memory, 
making and aesthetics’. Krier admitted that, 
thus far, Poundbury was more ‘cottagey’ than 
he wanted, his own image of the town having 
been rather closer to Georgian urbanism. He is 
less worried by accusations of cultural kitsch’ 
than by the loss of control over the skyline and 
the shoddy quality of the construction - at least 
when builders have been required to return to 
traditional materials and forms. 
 The results, Krier admitted, have all too 
often been achieved ‘with glue’. He originally 
wanted towers, and described making a 
presentation to district councillors in which 
he showed them familiar Dorset villages with 
the towers and spires photos hopped out. They 
were unable to identifY even one. 
 Venerable housing consultant Stephen 
Mullin took issue with Krier’s postulations: 
the vast majority were, for him, so nonspecific 
that they could result in anything at all- 
from Cedric Price to the town of Carmel in 
California. Mullin was unconvinced about 
what he saw as Krier’s overly prescriptive 
ways of creating a ‘balanced community’. 
Then, from the back of the room, came the 
voice of a Poundbury resident: for him, the 
theory was compelling but the reality was a 
form of banishment. Enough said. 
Resume: Krier fails to convince as a 
Poundbury resident gets the last word

Poundbury unpicked 
Krier excels in the Supercrit format, but his work fares less well, says Gillian Darley
Supercrit #6: Leon Krier presents Pound bury. 31 October. Room M421 , University of Westminster, 35 Marylebone Road, London NW 1 5LS
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