


















why would you do that as a teacher? At the Technical University in Vienna I receive a lot

of bad work from the students, but I think that's great because while they might be

failing, at least  they're trying something new.’

A legacy of being a graduate of the AA lies in the philosophy that architectural design

evolves through free thinking with no need for rules or rigid frameworks. Alsop is also

quick to reject the need to establish an overriding set of ‘rules’ within his architecture,

explaining that ‘the parameters of a project are very  ill- defined at the beginning and they

become more established as you work through the process, as you involve more people

in the conversation and, eventually, it develops its own sort of sensibility’. He continues:

‘I think an architect has to have the courage to go with wherever it seems to be going –

rather than trying to put it back to something familiar. So I always return to this notion

that the unfamiliar6 is more interesting to me than the familiar. I feel happy not knowing

quite where a project is heading.’ 

Art also continues to provide an important framework for Alsop, and the architect is well

known for the  large- scale paintings that inform his work. However, he is adamant that

they are not an integral part of his process, instead influencing his work in a more oblique

way. ‘Painting is a release,’ he says, ‘I'm actually making marks on a piece of paper or a

canvas in order to take myself somewhere new. I'm not trying to confirm anything; I'm

trying to open the situation up.’ He suggests that rather than a methodology, his painting

acknowledge that there is a characteristic thread through his work: ‘I can see that there

is something that could be described as “Alsopesque”. But if I said “draw me an Alsop

building”, you  couldn't really do it. You could draw a building I've done, but you  couldn't

draw my next building. I like that because I don't know what my next building will be

and it continues to challenge me.’5

Alsop’s architecture is colourful with a great diversity of materials and a rich palette of

forms and colour, yet he resists any notion of an underlying conceptual ideology apart

from a desire to do things differently with each new project: ‘Why do architects or artists

want to write a manifesto? I think there's only one answer to that question – they believe

they are right and they want everyone else to do it the same way. I don't want to do that

and it is evident in the difference between the way that I teach and difference between

an architect like David Chipperfield; if you see the work of his students at Düsseldorf,

there are 30 David Chipperfield clones – it’s like chip shops! That's not very interesting –

FIG.9 FOURTH GRACE, LIVERPOOL,  2002 

Alsop promotes a collaborative design strategy that
removes the process from a personal vision and places
design decisions in the public realm, empowering the
architect’s role as facilitator. He says: ‘If I want to
broaden the conversation then I actually make more
noise by talking to more people and then bring it back
to the studio, look at it and think about what I can do
with that information. So it goes from the very public
to the very personal.’

FIG.10 THAMES GATEWAY MASTERPLAN, LONDON,
 2003 

Alsop gestures to a series of large paintings hanging in
his studio as an example of how his artwork can inform
a project; in this case his scheme for the Thames
Gateway masterplan project. ‘It's another form of
sketching, to see things in another way. By simply
saying, “OK, to try and work out what Thames Gateway
could be, let's give ourselves 10 days to think about 14
square kilometres and each square kilometre should be
different”. It's an absurd thing to set yourself as a task,
yet wonderful!
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allows him to gain a new perspective and to include other creative influences in his

process, such as his ongoing collaboration with artist Bruce McLean.7 In the case of

working with Bruce on large and often 3D paintings such as Malagarba Works,8  we're not

thinking about a project at all,  we're just working on the painting and that process can

feed elements of the architecture. We might have done something for one reason, but

then say to each other: “See the way that shadow falls? Now that's interesting”, and then

translate that into the architectural work.’ 

Alsop gestures to a series of large paintings hanging in his studio as an example of how

his artwork can inform a project – in this case his scheme for the Thames Gateway

masterplan project (2004). He explains: ‘It's another form of sketching, to see things in

another way. By simply saying, “OK, to try and work out what Thames Gateway could be,

let's give ourselves 10 days to think about 14 square kilometres and each square

kilometre should be different”. It's an absurd thing to set yourself as a task, yet

wonderful! And out of it we discovered some things which allowed us to tell a different

story about that part of London.’

From large public projects such as the Thames Gateway or Bradford masterplans to

commissions for small objects such as his tea set for Alessi, Alsop finds little difficulty in

adjusting his process for dramatic changes of scale. ‘To me it’s all the same work. I didn’t

design the table in my studio, but I'd be very happy to design a place to sit because I

think you need the right things to support the act of talking. Conversely, a beautiful spoon

that’s very nice to use isn’t an aid to conversation. You might notice the spoon, but you

don’t have to say anything – it’s there nonetheless and it makes you feel comfortable or

excited or calm. And I think buildings are formed the same way, so it doesn’t matter what

the scale of the project is.’

Although Alsop easily embraces the notion of beauty within his work, he is less

comfortable with the proposition that the development of his ideas might evolve directly

from a consideration of aesthetics. He believes that the content and form of his projects

are embedded in a process of speculation rather than visual considerations: ‘Whatever

the project, I like to start off from somewhere else rather than it being generated by

what it looks like. For example, I’ve recently designed a set of cutlery for Alessi called

‘Vertical Cutlery’, but the idea started with my observation that people in London live in

increasingly smaller apartments. So if you have guests for supper then you don’t want all

this crap on the table; you want to make it simple so that you’ve got some space to sit

and have a drink and the cutlery can be easily added when it’s time to eat. So it was an

idea derived from my observations and not generated from an idea about what it should

look like.’ 

FIG.11 VERTICAL CUTLERY FOR ALESSI,  2004 

Alsop believes that the content and form of his projects
are embedded in a process of speculation rather than
in visual considerations: ‘Whatever the project I like to
start off from somewhere else rather than it being
generated by what it looks like. For example, I’ve
recently designed a set of cutlery for Alessi ... but the
idea started from my observation that people in
London live in increasingly smaller apartments ... and
[was] not generated from an idea about what it should
look like.’ 
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FIG.12 BLIZARD BUILDING, SCHOOL OF MEDICINE
AND DENTISTRY FOR QUEEN MARY, UNIVERSITY OF
LONDON, WHITECHAPEL, LONDON,  2005  

Despite his generosity of spirit, Alsop is also a man
with strong convictions who is prepared to fight
arduous battles for the acceptance of his architecture.
He pursues a strong sense of justice and is not afraid to
confront his contemporaries if he feels they are
politically conservative and in breach of their positions
of power and the potential influence of the architect in
politics – such is his passion for a diverse and inspiring
architectural  culture.



Notes

1. Interview in The Guardian, 8 December  2003.

2. Will Alsop worked for Cedric Price for three and a half years (1973–1977), immediately after graduating from the Architectural
 Association. 

3.  High- Tech embraces industrialised systems to create a pragmatic and aesthetic language within architecture. Examples of
architects who made their name as part of the High Tech movement are  UK- based architects Richard Rogers, Norman Foster and
Richard  Horden.

4. ‘My studio has a motto which is ‘no style, no beauty’, which doesn’t prevent the production being either stylish or beautiful
but recognises that these are values imposed on the project by others. The real purpose of such a dictum is to prevent the architect
being seduced by beauty, or indeed encouraging others to fall in love with a drawing through some aesthetic deceit.’ Will Alsop,
‘Can the architect’s art afford to be about beauty and style’, column for Architects Journal, 6 November 2003, p  32. 

5. ‘The quality of surprise is often underestimated. The strength of Pollock or Rauschenberg came from the peculiarity of their
product initially.’ Will Alsop, column in the Architects’ Journal, 2 October  2003. 

6. Alsop on the  ‘no- man’s land’ situation during the design process: ‘An architect free of the necessity to produce beauty or fashion
is able to see things in a different way – which will always result in a sense of solitude. Although lonely, it is the only tenable
position to take on.’ Will Alsop, ‘Can the architect’s art afford to be about beauty and style’, column for Architects’ Journal, 6
November 2003, p  32. 

7. Alsop has collaborated with artist Bruce McLean on  large- scale paintings within his architecture, such as Tottenham Hale railway
station, London,  1991. 

8. Malagarba Works, Menorca, Spain (2002–07) is an intermittent and accidental series of forms, paintings and ephemeral
environments undertaken by Alsop and McLean on holiday in Menorca. At other times, their collaborative work might take place
within a studio  environment.

9. ‘The word “speculation” implies that [the process of architecture is] sort of a game and also accepts that no one is right. On
the other hand, no one is wrong, either.’ Will Alsop, interview with Yael Reisner, 23rd April  2007. 

Summing up, Alsop credits his inherent curiosity and willingness to collaborate with

others as the major driver for the nexus between content, form and aesthetics within his

architecture. ‘I think that the content of my work is intrinsically linked to the idea of

speculation.9 When you allow other people into the process and they ask difficult

questions, then you can learn something. So I believe that if you always employ that sort

of openness then everything that you do will be beautiful. How could you disagree with

that?’, he exclaims. ‘If you take a fairly prosaic building like the Peckham Library, for

example, then the interesting thing is that three times as many people use the building

than it was designed for. It’s not conventionally beautiful, but it must have some quality

that attracts people – they enjoy it, they find it comfortable and agreeable. I’m not sure

that I really want to understand the essence of why that’s the case, but I'm happy to

know I can do it. The building is successful because it captures people’s imagination, and

that sounds like such a simple thing to say, but if you can achieve this then you've done

the job!’

Interviews

Alsop’s studio, Battersea, London, 23rd April  2004.

Alsop’s studio, Battersea, London, 23rd April  2007. 

FIG.15 THE PUBLIC ARTS BUILDING, WEST
BROMWICH, WEST MIDLANDS,  2008

As Alsop eloquently articulates: ‘We know from
experience that people do respond to beauty ... For
example, if I think of the River Ouse running through
Bedfordshire in May, it's delightful and secure. There
are church bells on a Sunday evening echoing down
the valley – all is well with the world. Those moments
exist, but how could you design those moments? Could
you create those moments somewhere else where you
weren't expecting them? That interests me a lot.’

FIG.14 THE PUBLIC ARTS BUILDING, WEST
BROMWICH, WEST MIDLANDS,  2008

The role of beauty within architecture is not a topic that
Alsop shies away from, marking a stark point of
difference to many of his colleagues within
architectural discourse. ‘Is it possible to take things to
an extreme and to make something extremely
beautiful that has no function at all, but actually has an
effect on people?’ Alsop wonders. ‘After all,  we're
talking about making life better for people – that's our
job – whichever direction you come at, so what’s the
role of the idea of beauty within that?’ 
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FIG.13 151 CITY ROAD, LONDON,  2007

Although Alsop embraces computational processes
within his architecture, he remains committed to the
power of the sketch, suggesting: ‘If I'm trying to
discover what something might be, it's quicker in a
sketchbook than on the computer. And it's not about
the expression, it's about moving very quickly through
a number of ideas. So if you have a nice quiet hour and
 you're in the right mood, you can arrive at somewhere
that you could never have predicted. An hour on the
laptop won't give you the same result because you get
locked into the system of the computer.’




