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0.0 ABSTRACT 
 

The Nature of Place  
This thesis sets out a nature-focused storytelling methodology to bring about 
architectural innovation. First published as a short book in 1999, the method 
called Asking, Looking, Playing, Making uses stories to find archetypes of 
nature to create unique projects. The approach has evolved empirically over 
25 years of Tonkin Liu’s practice and teaching and has developed and 
extended through this research. The outcome is a toolkit that offers an 
integrated design process for placemaking. 
 
The toolkit has brought nature to the fore as a primary concern and an 
enduring source of inspiration that leads beyond traditional influences to 
bring new vitality to architecture. The methodology heightens awareness by 
reprioritising society’s relationship to the natural world through setting, 
framing, symbols and learning from the natural world to bring people closer 
to nature. These strategies expand the practice of biomimicry.  
 
Storytelling is put forward as an autonomous design vehicle that serves as a 
collective medium of communication for the collaborative team. Storytelling 
techniques of riddle, quest, archetype, and script provide critical direction to 
creative design stages. Mythical stories generate distinct design alternatives 
in the search for the appropriate manifestation of form. Experimentation 
informs the development of a construction system as a family of parts to 
become a tailor-made technical incarnation of the story. 
 
The design methodology is informed by a diverse field of literary references 
that contextualise nature and storytelling within the working processes. The 
approach dismantles the subject matters of our age by exploring poetic and 
pragmatic design considerations. The toolkit is illustrated in diagrams to offer 
a systematic architectural approach as art practice is fused into the science 
of methodology. The procedures within the toolkit are set out in the Asking, 
Looking, Playing, and Making chapters.  
 
Invention within the methodology brings about innovation in the project 
outcomes as each story challenges conventions. Focusing on the natural 
world within particular circumstances leads to highly specialised 
placemaking. In a time of significant environmental challenge, the hope is 
that this research will provide a responsive, holistic toolkit for architectural 
innovation. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION  
 

 

Fig 1.1 Asking, Looking, Playing, Making (Tonkin, 1999) 
 

1.1 CONTEXT  
 
Origins of Asking, Looking, Playing, Making 

This research will further develop a unique placemaking approach initially 
published by the author as Asking, Looking, Playing, Making (Tonkin, 1999). 
It was a rare occurrence in architecture; a newly established architectural 
practice put forward a simple design methodology that challenged 
convention (Fig 1.1). Very few contemporary design methodologies exist, 
either in the architectural profession or as curricula in teaching. Asking, 
Looking, Playing, Making, hereafter referred to as ALPM, suggested the 
overarching concept that a work of architecture should be delivered to 
embody a story that spoke of the circumstances of its creation. Each story 
was portrayed as an archetype of nature or culture that resonated with the 
project’s raison d'être. Nine stories described a series of projects of different 
scales and use. The book's title put forward the four stages of a design 
process with a simple supporting text that describes the story's development. 
It was initially developed as a tool to improve the quality of the work and 
produce a colligate approach for the design studio in Hong Kong. The 
publication of ALPM described the storytelling methodology and showcased 
the work as the practice moved to London.  
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Fig 1.2 The Creed: glow grow flow float, (Tonkin, 1999) 
 
Nature focus that underpins the creative drive  

Within the original publication of ALPM, the Creed (Fig 1.2) was an abstract 
representation of the practice’s fascination with the natural world. As its 
introduction stated, ‘glow, grow, flow, float, our creed, outlines the primal 
elements that underpin our output’ (Tonkin, 1999, p.4). The term creed 
pointed toward a belief system that developed from a deep respect for the 
beauty and ingenuity of nature’s designs. The origin of the faith developed 
from the experience of growing up in the countryside, which instilled a 
curiosity about nature’s creations. Through questioning and youthful 
experimentation, an empirical stance was developed that has informed an 
attitude towards design. As an adult, this respect for nature was 
compounded through many years of international travel, documenting 
landscapes and natural formations through drawing and photography. Within 
the repeated themes of the growing collection of photographs, the terms 
glow, grow, flow, and float was used to describe a primal attraction to nature. 
They reflected more than artistic observations; they represented a way of 
expressing humankind’s primal relationship to nature. This led to an interest 
in archetypes and symbols of nature and a desire to know more about their 
universal meaning. The research carried out for this PhD allowed a greater 
comprehension of the underlying psychological links of architecture to nature 
and to find ways of making improved connections to nature, bringing its 
inspiration into daily practice.  
 
The empirical approach to responsive practice    

The methodology behind the ALPM approach was founded on an entirely 
empirical basis. Observation of actions and processes in practice were 
constructed into a system that the design studio in Hong Kong could use. No 
ideology or methodology was borrowed from previous architectural 
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employers, and no existing literature was referenced in the establishment of 
the format of the work stages. Both the storytelling and nature-focused 
approach came from intuition.  A belief in the merits of first-hand knowledge 
through experience over second-hand knowledge from the writings of others 
instilled the desire to travel and learn from the Master of Architecture. By the 
time ALPM was published, the author had spent many years travelling and 
photographing buildings around the world. The photographic collection was 
an inspirational resource, and the observations from travels informed the 
critical approach through an extended architectural literacy that included first-
hand knowledge of many of the world’s best-known buildings. This self-
generated research underpinned the ability to learn, adapt and respond to 
specific conditions on an empirical basis. The independence of spirit also 
came from a comprehensive school education that provided a strong 
knowledge of the craft, followed by building-school training as an 
architectural technician. Knowledge gained through personal endeavour was 
seen as the generator of creative action, fuelled by a curiosity about how 
things worked and how they could be made. At the same time, empirical 
‘learning through doing’ encouraged experimentation with modelmaking and 
construction techniques in pursuit of the idea that artistic intent should inform 
technical production. The empirical approach had proved successful for the 
results of practice, but the ALPM methodology as a stand-alone philosophy 
was not thought to be adequate. The research was needed to refine its 
oversimplified basis and demystify the empirical approach to be more useful 
in practice and teaching.   
 
Practice and teaching as a learning environment   

ALPM showcased the work of the author's solo practice in Hong Kong, but 
the book was co-written with Anna Liu. Tonkin Liu was established in London 
in 2002 with Anna Liu. The practice has consistently used the ALPM 
methodology on every project since its inception. The partnership with Anna 
Liu as co-founder of Tonkin Liu informed the ongoing engagement with 
issues raised by the thesis. The common belief in the power of nature and in 
the art of storytelling complements the shared interest in poetry and the 
desire to challenge the conventions of our age. This unified value system 
and ambition have shaped the work produced by the partnership in the last 
two decades. The Practice-led PhD is one of the author's few endeavours 
that have been an independent enterprise. As well as the studio being based 
in their home, the partners have also taught together for many years. 
Research within the practice was complemented and informed by testing out 
research through a series of teaching appointments. Through interest 
generated in the practice work in Hong Kong, the author was invited to join 
The School of Architecture at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. On 
return to the UK, the publication of ALPM raised broader interest in the 
practice’s approach. ALPM has been utilised in teaching appointments with 
Anna Liu at the Architectural Association and The University of Westminster. 
The author also taught at The University of Bath, where ALPM has been part 
of the teaching framework for the 5th year master’s studio programme since 
2012. Experience as the external examiner on the MArch at the Bartlett and 
as a RIBA judge and assessor at the Royal College of Art have also informed 
the research into design methodologies. One of the fundamental lessons 
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from teaching as a learning environment is a strong need to improve the 
relevance of processes within design institutions to make them more 
responsive to practice.  
 

1.2 MOTIVATION  
 
The need for a responsive design toolkit  

A vacuum existed; there were no accessible methodologies or theories for 
responsive nature-focused placemaking within the profession or academia. 
The research's motivation was to fill the void by improving the procedures 
and processes within the framework of ALPM. Every design process relies 
on sequential systems to organise the workflow, yet creative strategies have 
little rigour. The tools that instigate design action require research and 
development to bring new influences into architectural practice by reaching 
beyond its boundaries to learn from other fields. The existing method needed 
to be disassembled and revised to improve the structure and make it 
inclusive and accessible. There was a need to demystify the creative process 
within design to provide architects with more effective tools. Tonkin Liu’s 
storytelling technique could add to the responsiveness of architectural 
practice when the need within the profession for strategic change had 
become a priority. The motivation for the research was to produce a toolkit 
as a guide to placemaking that was informed by a focus on nature and a 
storytelling approach.    
 
Theory into practice as the motivation for a legible design methodology  

The research was needed to incorporate Tonkin Liu’s theory into a new 
procedural system for ALPM. Placemaking theory suggests that architects 
should respond to the confluence of each project’s particular circumstances 
as instigators to develop unique and specific outcomes. The rationale is that 
the spectrum of influences that can be deduced from the subjects 
determining placemaking is always different, so the product should always 
be unique. Although the original publication of ALPM had been poetic, it was 
short and esoteric and could only be understood by studio colleagues and 
students after further explanation.  
 
Division and subdivision of work stages was required, along with procedural 
tools that prime design action and techniques for critical evaluation of the 
ongoing design work. The holistic, systematic approach would be valuable 
for the profession by including a responsive set of design mechanisms. The 
motivation for the research was to create a clear legible framework that 
encourages integrity and utilises feedback to deliver the ingenuity needed. 
The profession lacked a general approach for producing inclusive, 
responsive work that celebrated particularity and strived for invention. Work 
done by students was most often disconnected from real-world issues and 
lacked the ability to see reality as an opportunity rather than a constraint. The 
practice-led research offered the chance to continue and consolidate a 
lifelong interest in the rationale behind the design to make it more applicable 
to the issues of our time.  
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Reconnection to nature as the practice goal  

The stated goal of the Tonkin Liu practice is to connect people to nature. The 
procedures for achieving this goal must be clarified through alternative 
engagement methods within the toolkit. The updated ALPM methodology will 
prioritise the connection to nature on several levels as a valuable new 
reference source to inspire design. The ambition will be rationalised into 
simple principles to address and rebuild this relationship. The thesis will 
highlight the positive aspects of embracing nature to demonstrate how 
greater empathy with nature can bring about action that contributes to 
overcoming the issues of our time. By seeing themselves as part of a natural 
ecosystem, architects can find ways of harmonising with nature’s enduring 
sustainable systems. Environmentally responsive methods could formally 
investigate and understand nature as a source of inspiration for new 
relationships. This humanistic stance can lead to a broader appreciation of 
nature. All elements of nature can be engaged as partners in a deeper 
appreciation of the delight and psychological benefits of working with 
nature’s transient quality. The motivation is to make a toolkit that aids the 
connection to nature that has been lost within much of the modern world.  
 
Raising awareness and responding to climate change  

The climate crisis has brought society's attention to the idea of harmonising 
its existence with nature and heightening awareness of the values and 
choices it faces. The need to address environmental issues is essential for 
the profession, and the method presented in this PhD can bring about crucial 
changes in behaviour and increase responsibility. The increasing depth of 
knowledge of nature that has been delivered to individuals through the 
information age can herald a period of innovation as society adapts to rapidly 
changing circumstances. Knowledge and integration of nature have also 
become far more sophisticated through digital design and fabrication. A 
greater technical appreciation of nature can inspire experiments with 
materials and techniques that utilise new knowledge and digital tools. The 
research will propose a nature-focused drive that uses technology not as a 
solution but as a tool to find sympathetic new solutions. The toolkit could 
embrace a natural perspective and help make sophisticated reconnections 
with the natural environment. In this climate crisis, the profession lacks clear 
direction when responsibility and responsiveness are greatly needed. The 
motivation of this work is to make nature more central to architecture's core, 
instilling a greater awareness of nature in the common psyche and increase 
the general commitment to issues central to climate change.  
 

1.3 TYPE OF PHD  
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Fig 1.3 The Evolution of Shell Lace Structure (Liu and Tonkin, 2014) 
 
Reflective research through the Practice-led PhD  

This Practice-led PhD is centred around the subject of practice itself to 
instigate design procedures within the architectural profession. The field of 
design methodology research is investigated through reflective practice 
(Schön, 1983). ALPM encourages in-practice research through empirical 
means, and the practice-led PhD will also be conducted primality through 
empirical means. Whether via first-hand context experience or the hands-on 
craft-based pursuit of design solutions, ‘learning through doing’ brings a new 
basis of knowledge for architectural practice. Schön suggests, ‘Our knowing 
is ordinarily tacit, implicit in our patterns of action and in our feel for the stuff 
with which we are dealing’. It seems right to say that our knowing is in our 
action (Schön, 1983, p.49). The projects generated by intuitive knowledge 
through the framework of ALPM are not the subject matter of the thesis but 
can be viewed as proof of process. The nature-inspired invention of the Shell 
Lace structural technique is an example that was shown in a large exhibition 
dedicated to the evolution of this innovative approach in 2014 (Fig 1.3). 
Essays from several experts showed its relationship to natural systems, 
precedents of organic structures and the technique's relationship to craft (Liu 
and Tonkin, 2014). At the outset of the Practice-led PhD, there was a choice 
for the research to take forward a specific technical aspect of the practice’s 
output, such as Shell Lace, or to look at the general approach of the 
methodology concerning the theory that generated the technological 
innovation. The latter was chosen as the knowledge created would benefit a 
more significant number of people and design projects. 
 
Art and science combined in reflective practice  

This thesis will involve organising the scientific mechanism that prompts 
artistic cognitive action. The process format and distinction of the tools that 
instigate design will be researched and developed by the Practice-led PhD 
through the reflection of issues within practice and teaching. The 
methodological drive for finely crafted projects entirely bespoke to 
circumstance comes from a holistic and broad approach. As Schön 
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observes, ‘The dilemma of rigour or relevance may be dissolved if we can 
develop an epistemology of practice which places technical problem solving 
within a broader context of reflective inquiry, showing how reflection-in-action 
may be rigorous in its own right, and links the art of practice in uncertainty 
and uniqueness to the scientist’s art of research’ (Schön, 1983, p.69). This 
research will generate new knowledge through integrated design action and 
the comprehension of outside influences of nature and storytelling to improve 
and articulate the command of creative outputs. A comparative review of 
background literature will investigate nature, storytelling, and design 
methodologies to inform the applied reflective practice. Within the thesis, the 
art of practice is to be tested by the science of methodological procedure.    
 
Critical reflection through research within practice and teaching  

Research from practice combines observations of creative procedures in the 
studio of Tonkin Liu and the use of the ALPM design methodology by 
master’s students at The University of Bath. Both are a testbed for research 
and development of the methodological process. Whether it is an early 
expression of interest for a new project or the delivery of a finished building, 
every project in the Tonkin Liu studio utilises the ALPM method. The studio's 
small size and fast-paced smaller-scale projects yield rapid evolution of 
process-driven research. Critical reflection of the evolving generational 
change in amended procedures will guide the toolkit's development. This 
applied research has consistently been informed and adjusted by theoretical 
research concerning the belief system behind the ALPM theory. The 
interweaving of theoretical and applied research will lead to insight and new 
mechanisms being incorporated into the output of the thesis, the ALPM 
toolkit. Applied research will inform the arrangement of tools within the 
framework. The experience of practice and teaching will be used to influence 
and improve communication. In this way, both teaching curricula and studio 
operations will inform the reflective practice throughout the duration of the 
Practice-led PhD. 
 
Innovation in design methods through practice-led research  

The ALPM methodology organises and directs cognitive processes as it 
strives for innovation. In the past, research into design methodologies has 
generally been undertaken within academic institutions; this thesis will 
expand the research base into practice (Jones, 1973) and (Cross, 2011) and 
(Fraser, 2013). Thirty years of career experience within architectural 
education and accumulated knowledge of the profession's differing design 
procedures will provide the base for applied research. The research will 
establish a relationship between education and professional methods; the 
combined research will offer the ideal type of research to contend with the 
relevance of the purpose. Jones (1973) questioned the future nature of 
design methodologies. ‘The important thing is to identify the ease or difficulty 
with which a future population can be expected to break through the 
thresholds between the way things are now and each of several different 
ways in which they could be reorganised’ (Jones, 1973, p.33). His work on 
design methodologies, along with that of his contemporaries, questions the 
makeup and intent of appropriate methodological systems. ‘The integration 
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of these pieces into a coherent new process that could operate effectively 
over all levels of generality and detail, has yet to be achieved’ (Jones, 1973, 
p.61).  
 
Jones’s aspiration set a goal for this PhD to reflect, streamline and improve 
the format of responsive working methods so that the toolkit can be used as 
a standard tool to build relationships of parts to the whole. The research will 
instil rigour in working practices to link artistic endeavour to technical output. 
The study will argue that a nature-focused storytelling methodology can 
connect the poetic intent to delivering pragmatic needs. This PhD combines 
practice-led research methods that deliver the theory for responsive 
architecture within the empirical approach for innovative architecture. 
Overall, the practice-led research strives for innovation in design 
methodology that will lead to invention in practice outcomes.    
 
Structure of the thesis and placemaking toolkit  

The thesis can be read as a story about creating stories, a method for 
producing a design methodology. For clarity within the ALPM design 
methodology, the format of the four chapters is divided and explained by the 
same sections so that the thesis can be read laterally and longitudinally. 
Following an introduction to the stage, the story as the driver of the process 
is explained in the context of the work stage's intent. The collaboration 
section confirms the team's make-up and roles. The scope section is 
subdivided by reasons, medium and methods to explain the main design 
stage of exploration and the final stage of evaluation. 
 
The four chapters of ALPM will put forward the reasoning behind the story in 
each stage, the collaborative team, the medium of design and the tools of 
exploration and evaluation that integrate nature into the placemaking 
outcome. Within each stage, diagrams will illustrate the branching of 
investigation towards a quarry of design solutions and the contraction of 
selection through critical evaluation. The sections and subsections will 
explain the rationale behind the procedures. The section headings are typical 
of all the stages, so themes such as collaboration can be read longitudinally 
through the thesis or laterally through the sections. The subsection titles 
summarise the paragraph, and two initial words summarise the title to 
illustrate the diagrams. From the contents page, the whole thesis can be 
read in shorthand.  
 
 

1.4 AIMS  
 
Research aim: placemaking toolkit  

The research question asks if developing a methodology to bring about 
innovation is possible. The research aims to deliver a methodological toolkit 
for the practice and teaching of architecture that encapsulates the 
placemaking theory of Tonkin Liu. This primary aim is underpinned by three 
subsidiary aims, including environmental responsibility, the use of storytelling 
to create responsive design, and the production of a framework for current 
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design procedures. Nature focus and storytelling will be combined within a 
methodology in an entirely new design toolkit. 
 
Just as the ALPM method believes in bringing new combinations of 
influences to a creative endeavour, the research aims to bring together 
divergent forces of nature and storytelling in a coherent methodological 
toolkit. The fusing of diverse influences will be tested by applying the 
research in practice and teaching. The active research will also be tested 
theoretically through comparative research into nature, storytelling, and 
design methodologies. Within the design field, methodologies are usually 
seen as content-neutral procedures; the thesis will investigate how nature-
focused design can affect responses and outcomes. Methodologies are also 
traditionally seen as scientific frameworks of input and outputs that eschew 
mysterious or artistic phenomena from design processes (Jones, 1973). The 
thesis will address this avoidance of art within scientific methods. As art has 
become a central part of everyday culture and nature has become the cause 
celebre of our time, it is fitting that the research brings together nature and 
art in a new form of responsive methodology. The research aims to formulate 
a placemaking toolkit that connects the diverse fields of nature, storytelling, 
and design methodology.   
 
Aims for nature research: environmental responsiveness   

The research into nature will address Tonkin Liu’s stated aspiration to 
reconnect people to nature. Each stage of ALPM will be analysed to find 
tools and procedures that prime the designer to look more closely at the 
relationship with nature. The research will identify and adopt strategies that 
ask how experience can be amplified on a physical and symbolic level. In 
terms of systems, lessons from nature will be investigated to bring new 
insight into how humankind builds and why. The psychological benefits of 
rekindling primal relationships with nature will be instigated to bring about 
well-being through tools of introspection. The research will align the general 
consciousness of climate change to the design activities of the architect to 
produce highly sustainable solutions. Nature research aims to create new 
mechanisms and devices to instigate alternative ways of conceiving ideas 
within the four stages of ALPM. Each stage will modulate the creative 
process to inform the next phase of nature-focused investigations. The 
research will also investigate how architects can learn from nature's 
ecological systems by viewing the project as a living creative entity. The 
Practice-led research aims to bring responsibility to the core of ALPM 
through respect and admiration of the natural world.  
 
Aims for storytelling research: art practice procedures    

The research into storytelling will study the structure and format of 
storytelling. The aim is to integrate the idea of the story into the design 
methodology and to balance creative fiction with the fact of project 
obligations. The storytelling approach will be used to encourage a design 
adventure beyond architecture's everyday essentials. The story format will 
be studied from a first-principal approach to connect the poetic with the 
pragmatic. Within the existing ALPM storytelling technique, a connection 
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must be made to combine the early stages' more abstract notions with the 
final stages' real-world physicality. The relationship between the outset and 
the outcome can remain theoretical in a fictional story. When delivering a 
story in a built form, there needs to be integrity in the connection of the initial 
story and its embodiment within the final physical work. The PhD aims to set 
up a framework to make these links tangible and legible to the whole design 
team. The power of storytelling is harnessed in other creative arts to chart 
shifting cultural values against universal human traits. This thesis will argue 
that by bringing storytelling into an architectural methodology, designers can 
use this power to aspire to a mythological level of creation.  
 
Aims for design methodology research: innovation   

The research into design methodologies aims to create a responsive design 
system that fuses the poetic with the pragmatic cumulatively through the 
design stages. The revised and reworked ALPM format will aid the cause of 
our era with a fresh design approach that produces innovative solutions. The 
research aims to deliver a design methodology that will be a practical guide 
to everyone interested in placemaking. The structured framework will 
combine influences to provide new phased workshop-based procedures. 
Research into methodological approaches will explore systems for linking the 
technical outcome from the artistic observation to the sensory experience in 
the final work. The goal is to challenge established conventions of the design 
process to bring innovation to contemporary practice through combining 
influences into a design methodology. 
 

1.5 OBJECTIVES  
 
Research objectives that support the research aims  

The research should improve design processes within the studio of Tonkin 
Liu, and the results should be shared as a legible placemaking toolkit. The 
research has several objectives that will support the research aims, all of 
which will utilise research to progress towards better ways of working within 
the profession. The existing framework of ALPM suggests that with 
modification and a robust set of tools, the storytelling methodology could be 
a solution for the contemporary malaise. To become a provocation for 
architects to realign to our era's needs, the research's scope is set as a 
series of investigations to make ALPM fit for this task.  
 
Responsive design through a multi-layered toolkit  

One of the research objectives is to nurture a renewed set of values for the 
profession by realigning procedures for practice to the changing needs of our 
time. The research will push for implementing a theory to take architecture 
beyond the status quo of architectural theory to suggest an ethical approach 
that is more agile in responding to contemporary issues. This will be done by 
challenging conventions that are non-site-specific. Generic methods that rely 
upon outdated ideas of eclecticism, pluralism or stylist mannerism will be 
contested to free architecture of the burden of the recent past. The research 
will suggest reorientating the profession towards a more innovative design 
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system in which outputs resonate with inputs. The toolkit will invoke thought 
processes that yield and absorb clues by being brave enough to move 
beyond the familiar into the unknown. The design method should create a 
quest for new knowledge in an unfolding story of unique project 
circumstances to deliver the theory of hyper-specific response. The research 
will search for tools to make architecture more adaptable and to become 
more relevant to the current culture that creates it. The thesis will state the 
case for a more holistic design instigated by an agile and sensitive response 
to social, structural, and environmental considerations. It will also encourage 
and improve the practice's responsibility through critical assessment and 
evaluation criteria. On a micro level, the research enhances the ability to 
respond to a circumstance through placemaking. On the macro level, the 
design methodology will suggest a new toolkit to help all designers be more 
responsive to the essential issues of our era.    
 
An empirical approach that informs a practical form of art  

The original ALPM methodology was developed through purely empirical 
means and by observing the action of practice led to the establishment of 
procedures for creative practice. One objective of the research is to bring the 
responsive ethos that created the method into a systematic approach that 
encourages first-hand experience in creating new knowledge. Observation 
and the powers of deduction will be promoted through tools directed at 
uncovering clues directly through experience. The research will discourage 
using precedents as instigators and instead encourage architects to use 
intuition to create a more responsive design to be tested by existing 
knowledge. Each stage of ALPM will be given practical tools to engender 
learning through doing in a collaborative workshop situation. The objective of 
the workshop-based design process is to encourage the collective 
imagination that is fed by the existing knowledge of the participants. Hands-
on exploration of form and physical experimentation with material and 
technique will be encouraged to bring the empirical design approach to 
practice. The research objective is to integrate practice and teaching 
experience to inform architecture as a practical art form.  
 
Awareness promoted within the profession  

Awareness is key to the procedures within the ALPM design process. The 
objective of the practice-led research is to put forward ways to increase 
awareness of the fundamental issues beyond visual concerns. First, the 
toolkit's goal must be to overcome the loss of faith in design itself and the 
lack of conceptual ambition within the profession. The issues now are very 
different to those of the past. Architects must resist the overly referential 
world of design instigated by precedent, type, and technology. The 
irrelevance of supposedly academic or purely theoretical approaches 
disconnects designers from the potential joys of reality. An alternative to the 
historical and technocratic approach is needed, rather than the distraction of 
the past. Design criteria should be focused on the current concerns for better 
integration of social, environmental, and structural issues. Architects are 
currently too concerned with what architecture looks like rather than how it 
works. Within the aspirations for the universal toolkit, the objective of the 
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research is to put forward a systematic process for delivering architecture 
that is highly aware of its context in time and takes advantage of the latest 
digital design and fabrication tools at designers’ disposal. The research will 
show how greater responsibility can be achieved through an awareness of 
the reasoning behind design actions. This integrity within the project’s raison 
d'être is as essential to students as it is to the profession. To learn to develop 
resonant meaning within architecture, the profession needs to express 
values within a hyper-awareness of society in this time of change. Within the 
storytelling technique, the research objective is to raise awareness in the 
design process to improve responsibility and responsiveness within the 
profession.  
 
Accountability and responsibility for the profession  

Architects are accountable to their clients and the public at large. The 
storytelling approach draws clients into the creative process and finds 
unexpected nuances that change the parameters of the client’s brief. The 
research will investigate how the client can become a part of the territory for 
creative interpretation in searching for the project’s identity. Architects can 
make buildings more accountable to the client by engaging them in the 
process. The research will explore ways to let clients see ideas developing 
specifically for them in bespoke storytelling services.  
The storytelling technique has the potential to engage the client team from 
the outset and be a part of the dialogue; this needs to be more clearly 
articulated and communicated, so the client is aware of the value-added 
service. If the story successfully gives form to ideas, the finished work can 
become the embodiment of the client’s intention. The story becomes a built 
expression of the motives and priorities behind the original brief. Through 
stewardship, the methodological format can help improve the client service 
and make it more accountable through increased cooperation.  
 
Accessible communication through nature’s universal value  

For architecture to be relevant, it needs to be accessible. The research will 
find ways to empathise and communicate the complex process to make a 
collaborative journey towards an accessible architecture. The desire to make 
architecture non-elitist and accessible comes from a personal perspective 
and a drive to improve architecture’s ability to communicate. A more 
inclusive design language can be achieved by swinging the pendulum of 
influence towards nature as culture. The design methodology will put forward 
an egalitarian, inclusive approach that works on a fundamental level to 
integrate nature into architecture. The research will create a toolkit for 
producing architecture that resonates with the public and architectural 
community. It will suggest how to achieve this by applying universally 
understood archetypal symbols of nature. This will be in conjunction with the 
amplification of the experience of nature to promote the timeless connection 
to the human psyche. A social ethos informs the research to make the 
storytelling method more accessible, to use an ancient tool of society in a 
modern rational manner. The research is needed to improve the technique to 
achieve its potential to organise design methodologies and modes of 
communication. The research brings about improvements in the 
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communication of methodological intent and design output. The clarity in the 
toolkit through legible, accessible diagrams will lead to legibility in the design 
outcomes. Within the nature focus, the objective is to create an 
environmentally and social responsive toolkit that is easy to access and easy 
to use through well-signposted procedures for responsive design.  
 
Expanding the horizon of influence upon architecture 

Another research objective is to find a way to broaden the sphere of 
influence upon architecture and provide fresh inspiration. Architects, 
theorists, and journalists easily indulge in a spiral of inward- and backward-
looking references that do nothing to speculate on an alternative future for 
the language of architecture. The research will suggest how nature and 
culture can inform contemporary design to expand the ability of architecture 
to communicate with a broader audience. This challenge to convention is 
needed to reinvigorate the language of expression within the way humankind 
builds. The storytelling technique has the potential to go beyond the 
predictable reference of what is already known and what has already been 
achieved by encouraging the pursuit of what is not known and what has not 
been seen before. The research will seek ways to bring the under-explored 
territory of outside sources into architecture's horizons. New combinations 
ignite the creative impulse; the objective of the research is to find ways to 
fuse unfamiliar influences and lift the student’s gaze and professional 
aspirations. The research will show how expanded sources of inspiration 
might achieve a compassionate solution that is specific to circumstance. 
Seemingly a contradiction in terms, the research will explore both the 
expansion and contraction processes. It will investigate the possibility that a 
broad range of lateral influences can be incorporated while also solving 
specific issues in new and innovative ways.   
Abstraction of art guides the science of architecture  

Within the storytelling technique, there is great potential in tools of 
abstraction, as the story frees one from reality. The research will show how 
the same could be true in the design process to allow free rein of the 
imagination before ideas are tested by reality. The research objective is to 
build a duality between fantastical and practical within the cognitive design 
functions. The toolkit will seek a balance between poetic and pragmatic 
forces to suggest methods of artist disassembly and scientific reassembly on 
a journey of discovery. The story and its ability to abstract bring art practice 
into the scientific production of architecture. The incentive for developing the 
technique was to find simple and unambitious operational devices that would 
demystify the storytelling approach. ALPM is not chasing surreal abstract 
references but using abstraction to pursue the formation of the most 
appropriate solution with the most significant connection to the project's 
specific conditions. Within the storytelling technique, the objective is to 
improve practice operation by finding mechanisms and priming devices for 
each work stage to prompt abstract creative connections and push the limits 
of scientific production. These response systems will contribute to the toolkit, 
instigating the journey of artistic endeavour towards technical realisation.    
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1.6 METHODS AND METHODOLOGY  
 
The ALPM methodology and the PhD research methodology  

This practice-based research within the ALPM methodology should not be 
confused with the PhD thesis’s practice-led research to improve the working 
method. The former is the delivery mechanism of the ALPM theory, a nature-
focused storytelling methodology, and the latter is the research that has been 
undertaken to provide the structure and tools to put forward this responsive 
and inclusive approach for broader use.  
 
The ALPM methodology evolved through the observation and critical 
appraisal of the stages and operations within the author’s practice. Learning 
through studio procedures and teaching experience helped build the 
fundamental structure of the four staged processes. Using ALPM in Practice 
and teaching, it became evident that a simple format needs to be developed 
through further in-depth research to make the design tasks of each stage 
clear and distinct with a system of tools to promote specific design activities.  
 
The production of creative combinations is at the heart of the ALPM process, 
and Practice-led research has followed this approach. Nature and storytelling 
have been studied to bring new influences into the design methodology of 
ALPM. Methodology as the subject matter of the thesis has been 
investigated through the PhD research to contextualise and draw 
comparisons with structure, intent, tools, and modes of operation. These 
issues are examined in the context of the usefulness of design methodology 
for contemporary practice and teaching.   
Methods for addressing the research question  

Theoretical research within existing literature will study the subjects of 
nature, storytelling, and design methodology. The testing-out research within 
Tonkin Liu will investigate how the comparative theoretical analysis will affect 
the procedures and tools within the stages of the ALPM toolkit. The 
resonance between these mixed methods over the three subjects, nature, 
people, place, and four stages of ALPM, will answer the essential problem of 
responsiveness and invention within the profession.  
 
Whether a nature-focused storytelling methodology can bring about 
innovation drives the search for techniques appropriate to the field and topics 
of inquiry. The mixed research methods will help build a relationship between 
design methodology and relevant design outcomes in practice. The research 
method needs to explore the function of the tools on two very different levels. 
On a micro-scale, research is required to find tools that will tease out the 
specific influences of a project in a search for a hyper-specific response to 
conditions. On a macro scale, research is needed to find tools that help a 
broader understanding of overarching cultural issues on a universal level. 
Poetic, pragmatic, and psychological devices are required to comprehend 
the cultural context of an architectural project, and mixed research methods 
are necessary for the broad scope of enquiry. The objective of the research 
methodology is to build a holistic framework for a broad-based yet highly 
specific design methodology.  
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An empirical approach to research and practice  

An empirical stance led to the production of the original ALPM methodology 
through the observation and deduction of successful operations within the 
author’s practice. The belief behind the theory suggests design is ultimately a 
practical response mechanism mediated by an informed philosophical 
position balancing artistic and scientific values. Throughout the Practice-led 
PhD, ongoing research and development will be tested-out. The construction 
of the toolkit framework will encourage a first principles approach based on 
first-hand knowledge and sensory investigation of the project circumstances. 
Project research methods with ALPM will embrace a phenomenological 
approach through storytelling tools. The hands-on, creative design methods 
of model making and experimentation employed by Tonkin Liu will be 
suggested as empirical learning tools within the work stages.  
 
The idea of ALPM originates from an empirical stance, critical research, and 
testing of design methods within practice utilising an empirical approach. The 
design techniques put forward emphasise intuition and empirical learning. 
Empiricism informs the thesis and will provide the philosophical basis for the 
revised ALPM toolkit.    
 
Data collection through a broad spectrum of comparative research  

Testing-out research will help challenge the ALPM theory, as procedures and 
outcomes will be observed and amended for improved performance. 
Information gathered through the comparative study of the fields of nature, 
storytelling, and methodological design structures will support the theory's 
development for practice. The basic understanding of these contributing 
fields of nature, storytelling and design methodology will lead to the 
hybridisation of tools and techniques to fulfil the goal of an inclusive toolkit. 
These broad sources of influence will be cross-referenced to gain parallel 
knowledge of diverse approaches that can inform the theory behind the 
toolkit and its procedure. This range covers artistic devices that utilise 
storytelling, from scientific modes of engaging with nature to the systematic 
format of design methodologies.  
 
Nature research will focus on how to prompt environmental responsiveness 
within the toolkit.  Storytelling research will focus on the techniques and 
procedures that structure and steer the creative enquiry. The cultural aspects 
of the design tools will be contextualised, countered, and re-composed by 
existing literature. Design methodology research will include the study of the 
founding period of design methodology in the postwar era. The research will 
be concerned with the scientific origins of design methodology in contrast to 
the deeper time perspective of humankind’s relationship to nature and the 
ancient art of storytelling.  
 
From the context of existing literature, the intellectual cross-fertilisation of the 
data will bring new knowledge to design methodology and will be geared 
toward producing a robust set of creative design tools. This theoretical 
research in parallel fields will create a unique collection of existing 
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knowledge to support and strengthen the theory being developed by testing 
out research with the ongoing practice of Tonkin Liu.  
 
Testing-out research through collaborative workshops  

Testing-out research will be used to address issues and problems 
encountered by everyday practice; the design methodology is in an ongoing 
state of development. Each new iteration of the structure helps to amend the 
procedures to allow it to perform within the broad project base of the Tonkin 
Liu design studio. Small changes in approach often have profound learning 
outcomes within the design studio, as empirical research within practice 
becomes the testbed for the evolving toolkit. Qualitative data is primarily 
collected through studio and teaching workshops. Each workshop is 
documented to follow the track of the discussion and guide the decision-
making process.  For the PhD, this feedback mechanism validates changes 
to the toolkit itself. Each workshop is, in essence, an experiment of format 
and response. The ALPM methodology introduces abstraction while making 
a case for rigorous practicality. 
 
Workshops also benefit from testing research ideas beyond the theoretical 
bounds of the studio through interaction with clients in design workshops. 
Communication of the design stage’s process with clear diagrams will be 
supported by explaining the rationale behind each division, subdivision, tool, 
and section mechanism. Data from theoretical research of contextual 
literature will inform the philosophical direction. Data from qualitative applied 
research will verify the theory in the real world through the testing out 
research of the workshops to improve responsiveness within the professional 
activity and the efficiency and action of the practical everyday tools. 
Qualitative data will come through the discussion, revised action, and 
comparative studies.  
 
The information provided by the collaborative workshops is a product of 
reflective practice on the relationship between the participant and the format 
of the ALPM design methodology. Stepping outside the workshop to evaluate 
the design process concerning the design result becomes a reflexive 
research environment (Schön, 1983).  
 
Methods of reframing procedures for practice  

Increasing knowledge of the issues and problems of structuring a design 
methodology will aid the organisational divisions of tasks and operations. 
This will help build the relationship between the interrelated processes of 
Asking and Looking, following through to Playing and Making and instigating 
feedback and procedural connections from start to finish. The research 
methods will link the artistic intent of the Asking stage and the technical 
experimentation that takes place in the Making stage. This will be done by 
searching for the right tools through proposition and testing the theory of 
nature-focused design. These dynamic studies inform the qualities that mark 
the difference and distinction of the empirical approach. Quantitative 
research plays its part through objective statistical success and the evolving 
design methodology toolkit, the measure of success can be quantified by the 
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external evaluation criteria of competition wins, awards, and peer 
recognition. Within Tonkin Liu, the architectural competition system is a 
forum for testing ideas generated by research. The evolving ALPM 
methodology will be reflected upon, evaluated, and reframed to ensure the 
best competitive performance.   
 
New knowledge through the duality of analysis and synthesis    

This Practice-led PhD offers the opportunity to expand the knowledge base 
and contextualise the subject of design methodology through empirical 
research. The research will provide a deeper understanding of other 
methodological approaches to design and suggest how these can be 
presented as a different way of approaching design through synthesis. 
Concentrating on the procedure instead of products will allow the integration 
of lessons from practice. Through a combination of analysis and synthesis, 
the research offers the opportunity to transform a personal philosophical 
approach to shared principles that demystify methodology. Within the daily 
practice, the ongoing PhD research will create new tools to test and expand 
existing mechanisms; these variants will bring new data from comparative 
studies. The experimental approach behind the empirical research is used to 
validate the ongoing use of the ALPM design methodology. The 
amalgamation of research methods will be integrated into a holistic design 
approach to justify the benefits of the research. Observing patterns and the 
interpretation of design activity concerning design tool success and failure 
will be used to ensure quality.   
 
Designing, writing, and diagramming setting a new course for design  

The placemaking theory put forward by the ALPM methodological approach 
has been developed through a career of designing within private practice, 
teaching design studios, and lecturing, and was supported by travelling and 
writing. Public speaking and writing about the projects and the process will 
help consolidate the theoretical position. The focus of this PhD, on 
procedures and mechanisms, will articulate thought processes within the 
design methodology as ideas are translated into courses for action within the 
toolkit. The rationale will not become apparent without testing through the 
separation and articulation of design tasks. Writing will help to build 
interactive relationships between the stages of design. The diagramming 
begins the investigation, but the writing steers the thorough research process 
until the diagram becomes clear. Converting complex procedures into simple 
diagrams will take the research from interactive analysis to a language of 
visual synthesis. The research methods of the thesis serve to map the 
methodological process for practice carefully. With the clear articulation and 
description of design stages and procedures, infographics will communicate 
the finished research as a placemaking toolkit. The intention is that this 
combined writing and diagramming should address the salient issues and 
communicate precise operations for inclusive and responsive practice. The 
research will be driven by the overarching strategy for assembling a 
combination of influences to offer a new approach and a new way of 
working—the goal of the research is to create an accessible and legible new 
design methodology for our time.       
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2.0 BACKGROUND LITERATURE 
 

 

Fig 2.1 Frozen Waterfall ‘Wonders of the World’, 1912   
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2.1 INTRODUCTION  
 
Nature Storytelling and Methodology  

The background literature chapter is organised and divided into the subjects 
of nature, storytelling, and methodology that have a philosophical influence 
over all the stages of ALPM. The research in these critical fields is 
subdivided into subsections that investigate and contextualise the key 
themes in each area of study. Nature is explored as subjects that bring their 
influence on architecture through the different strategic connections made 
through the work of the practice of Tonkin Liu. These are the setting of 
nature, the elements of nature, the symbols of nature, and learning from 
nature. Storytelling is explored through the medium of the story, the structure 
of storytelling, the mechanism of storytelling, and the idea of myth as the 
encapsulation of meaning within society. Methodology is interrogated to 
contextualise the origins of the ALPM, the beginnings of design 
methodologies in general, practice methodologies, and teaching 
methodologies.    
 
Travel, wonder, the beginning of the placemaking theory  

It is pertinent to contextualise the empirical standpoint regarding the 
publication that inspired the author to travel and learn first-hand. The Frozen 
Waterfall in Tibet (Fig 2.1) is just one of hundreds of both natural and 
manmade wonders, in the two volumes of Wonders of the World (Johnston 
et al., 1912). The eminent traveller Sir Harry Johnston notes in his 
introduction, the primal human emotion, ‘The feeling of wonder at 
stupendous or curious natural objects’ that he attributes to even our closest 
animal relatives that are ‘agitated at the rising of the full moon with its disc of 
gold mottled with grey’ (Johnston et al., 1912, p.1). Johnston makes the 
poetic link between the emotional response and intellectual appreciation. The 
appeal of the wonders is universal as their attraction happens on a 
fundamental level. As a child, the author was inspired by the diversity and 
particularity of these unique places, inspiring years of travel as a young 
architect to see many of the edifices featured. The Wonders of the World and 
the seven years of travel and study it initiated contributed to the placemaking 
theory of ALPM.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.2 NATURE  
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2.2.1 INTRODUCTION  

 

 

Fig 2.2 Darwin’s tree of life, ‘The Evolution of Galapagos Finches’, 1859 
 
Four ways to integrate and connect to nature  

The research topics within the Background Literature are concerned with 
defining directives and theories that can influence the mechanisms and 
devices for creative operations within practice. The references contextualise 
the empirical approach that is argued for within the thesis. The definition of 
nature has been divided into the four prescribed routes referred to in the 
research section: setting nature, framing nature, symbols of nature, and 
learning from nature. This chapter will cover the scope of each topic to find 
alternative directions that will guide research for operational functions within 
the toolkit.  
 
2.2.2 SETTING OF NATURE   

The setting of nature  

The investigation of the setting of nature within specific points on the globe 
introduces a duality between a place's physical conditions and cultural 
aspects. To design for a place, you need to know and understand its setting 
within nature. This can only come through experiencing a place first-hand; to 
go to a place is to know a place. Humanity is drawn to special places, 
whether to build a settlement in ancient times, today as a holiday destination 
or as a journey of discovery to understand the qualities of an extraordinary 
place. The theory behind ALPM grew out of a curiosity that encouraged 
travel to visit and experience new and special places. This is the same 
curiosity that imagines something not yet seen, a belief in the creative 
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process of placemaking. When a place becomes memorable for its 
extraordinary distinction, it is a wonder. These can be natural or man-made, 
a draw because of their unusual geology and ecology, or an exceptional built 
representation of a society’s culture.  
 
Architecture without architects and the particulars of place  

Rudiments of placemaking grow out of architecture's intrinsic relationship to 
nature. Over time, buildings respond to protect society from the local 
environment, and in doing so, they become distinct due to their natural 
setting. This relationship is most evident in the vernacular; just as architects 
delight in the native qualities of setting, finding delight in buildings that 
intrinsically resonate with the conditions of a place. Another contributor to the 
author’s world tour itinerary was the remarkable examples highlighted in 
Bernard Rudofsky’s, Architecture without Architects. This exhibition 
catalogue shows wonderful examples of natural phenomena where the 
natural setting and the architecture have become one, such as the inhabited 
rock formations of Cappadocia in Turkey. Rudofsky explains that his 
exhibition’s contents were compiled by ‘sheer curiosity’ and ‘methodical 
travel’. ‘The untutored builders in space and time, the protagonists of this 
show, demonstrate an admirable talent for fitting their buildings into the 
natural surroundings’ (Rudofsky, 1988, p.5). He gives credence to collective 
ingenuity and respect for the natural surroundings. ‘Instead of trying to 
"conquer" nature, as we do, they welcome the vagaries of climate and the 
challenge of topography’ (Rudofsky, 1988, p.5). The vernacular building is a 
record of descendance traced through the evolution of material and 
technique from prototypes that, in many cases, have been imported or learnt 
from types within other cultural traditions. The irreverence of ‘without’ in 
Rudofsky’s Architecture without Architects is, however, appealing as a 
challenge to the profession's culture to be more relevant to the circumstance 
of nature and place.  
 
Adaption to the setting of a place  

Paul Oliver’s encyclopaedia of vernacular forms (Oliver, 2003) focuses on 
type in relation to the setting. He suggests that the setting and physical 
conditions are not the only factors governing vernacular form. ‘Arguments 
that have been made for a physical and environmental determinism, have 
been rebutted by those who argue that culture determines building and 
settlement’ (Oliver, 2003, p.63). The duality between the physical condition of 
the place and its cultural associations broadens the debate around the 
setting. Oliver continues, ‘There is much evidence to show that all these are 
applicable…and that no single factor determines built form’ (Oliver, 2003, 
p.63). The case is made for types whose forms have been adapted to the 
condition of the place and represent the community's culture. The 
procedures with the stages of the ALPM toolkit will demonstrate how 
adaption to the culture of a place and physical environment can be used to 
deliver a contemporary form of responsive vernacular.  
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The sacred and the profane in culture and place 

Waterson (1990) provides an anthological study of dwellings in the 
Southeast Asian Archipelago, focusing on the type of hut raised on stilts. Her 
research provided an itinerary for the author's tour of extreme vernacular 
variants of the Islands, and the book also contextualised the houses' form 
and the cultures that produced them. ‘Human beings use built form as one 
means of creating for themselves a sense of place, and as such, the forms 
reflect the world views of their creators (Waterson, 1990, p.91). In the 
mountainous tropical environment, such as Sulawesi, adaption to the 
physical setting of a place exists within the community's inherited culture of a 
place. Her research is not specifically concerned with construction, but 
through an anthological-based understanding, Waterson builds a link 
between the physical nature of place and the cultural beliefs embedded in 
creation myths. Duality exists with each tiered investigation of place within a 
design methodology. In the setting of nature, it is the anthropology of a 
community’s culture that brings architects to an understanding of the 
spirituality of a place through cultural expression. Alternately, the physicality 
of the natural context and the science of place help balance the sacred and 
profane.  
 
Empirical knowledge informs the sensory experience of place  

The review of the setting of nature encourages empirical knowledge gained 
by experiencing the physical properties of a place through the senses. The 
real value in their influence has been instigating emotional and physical 
responses encouraging the traveller to use their powers of observation and 
sensory perception to build a balanced understanding of place. An enquiry 
into the reasoning behind the form and construction of tower houses in 
Shibam, Yemen, provides an example of adaption to extreme environmental 
conditions (Tonkin, 2010). The research helps structure and rationalise the 
logical process of observation and deduction within the toolkit. With 
heightened awareness, architects can investigate the setting for nuances 
that oscillate between the physical and spiritual, the material and the 
immaterial, as they begin the story of a place. The process of ALPM shifts 
scale and brings the dimension of time as it starts to understand the creative 
potential within the exact conditions of the site. The tools of Asking and 
Looking will be configured to read the sensuality of site conditions. The tools 
within Playing and Making will be formulated to help deliver a rich sensory 
experience of nature in the final work.      
 
2.2.3 ELEMENTS OF NATURE   

The elements of nature amplified through placemaking  

An understanding of nature’s elements within a specific place arises from 
sensory and scientific analysis of the setting. Designers can protect a 
building’s inhabitants by comprehending the local elements, but can also 
benefit by framing and amplifying the elements. Beyond their prosaic 
technical duty, the phenomenological aspects of nature’s elements can bring 
the psychological benefit of well-being and delight. The heightened 
awareness brought about by framing sensory perception of the temporal 
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aspect of the changing weather aids the cause of our time by focusing on the 
changing climate. The design process must question how architects can 
strategically go beyond the rudimental architectural role of protection to an 
enhanced sensory celebration of the elements. To change the convention, 
the team needs to change the conviction. By encouraging interaction with the 
elements through an experimental design approach, links can be made by 
synthesising observation and technical resolution. To frame the elements the 
design methodology first needs to raise awareness of identity and amplify the 
connection to nature.  
 
The environment and modern technology  

Buildings exist primarily to give shelter, and protection from the elements 
gives people comfort and safety. Through the evolution of building 
technology, architects have learnt to use energy to control the internal 
environment. Banham’s (1984) concerns for delivering environmental 
comfort through technology provided a theoretical critique of the machine 
age in the last century. Banham’s discourse addressed the issues arising 
from an over reliance on hidden mechanical solutions to environmental 
aspects allowing an abdication of the architect’s professional responsibilities. 
Architectural expression inevitably comes from some form of adaption to the 
environment. In the 20th century, humanity built a new relationship with the 
environment through technology. Banham comments on Richard Rogers 
Pompidou Centre, ‘aesthetics had done the pioneering work of making 
technology visually acceptable’ (Banham, 1984, p.264). 
 
Banham (1984, p.299) notes the difference between Louis Kahn's stance 
that made every attempt to hide the modern technology of pipes. He reports 
that Rogers and Piano ‘saw them as a modern opportunity to extend the 
expressive vocabulary of their art’. Rather than use technology to distance 
humanity from nature, the practice mantra of Tonkin Liu is ‘to bring people 
closer to nature.’ The design methodology aims to steer architects away from 
an overreliance and fixation with technology to help find expression in an 
enhanced, somewhat defensive view of nature.  
 
Sensory connection to the elements  

The modern Western technological convention contrasts with the traditional 
Eastern perspective that embraces the elements. The poetic sensibility in 
Tanizaki’s ‘In Praise of Shadows’ (1977) demonstrates a Japanese cultural 
context that offers the research a more appropriate relationship. His essay 
points to the distilled observation of the elements through an acute sense of 
being, to be at one with nature.  Although the book's title suggests an essay 
concerned with the absence of light, the diminished quantity of lights in the 
darkened room gives honorific pronunciation to the little light that enters the 
space and captivates the author when caught by specific traditional objects. 
Tanizaki suggests that ‘faint light’ is the only acceptable medium for viewing 
traditional gilded lacquerware, ‘gold is not something to be seen in a brilliant 
light, to be taken in at a single glance; it should be left in the dark’ (Tanizaki, 
1977, p.14). The essay bemoans the effects of simple modern convenience, 
such as electric illumination, on the sensitive nuances upheld within 
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Japanese tradition. For Tanizaki, technology has hindered architecture’s 
intrinsic relationship with the elements. The essay calls for a heightened 
awareness of sensory perception and suggests an environmental awakening 
that can lead to a more sensitive reading and response. It also draws 
attention to the Japanese sensibility that finds nuance and subtlety through 
the connection to the passing of time in daily and seasonal cycles. With the 
transience of time, nature becomes part of the sensory experience of life, 
and the resultant patina is engrained and celebrated both within the 
Japanese concept of Wabi-sabi and the subjects of the poetic form of Haiku. 
Tanizaki calls architects to be mindful and embrace the pleasure of nature in 
everyday rituals. Through the acute observation of serene moments when 
nature touches and enlivens the human spirit. ‘I love to listen from such a 
toilet …with its long, narrow windows at floor level; there one can listen with 
such a sense of intimacy to the raindrops falling from the eaves and the 
trees’ (Tanizaki, 1977, p.4). 
 
The weather and climate change as a creative stimulus  

While Banham critically dissects modernist tendencies, Hill (2012) looks at 
the creative potential within aspects of the climate itself and how this 
tendency became embedded in the historical fabric of the architecture. Hill’s 
appreciation of the empirical view of nature is aligned with the sense 
perception philosophy of John Locke. The duality between the pragmatic 
duty and the poetic intent is seen as something to be brought together, as 
the elements of nature themselves become integrated into the architecture 
as an enduring experience over the ages. The connectedness to nature is 
introduced as a sensitivity that comes to society from ancient culture's 
tradition of weather signs. ‘He goes on to comment on how Virgil believes the 
elements affect our actions and even acknowledges inclement weather as a 
creative stimulus’ (Hill, 2012, p.67).  
 
Hill connects designers through the empirical appreciation of the elements to 
concerns about Climate Change. He puts the modernists' functionalist 
approach into perspective and argues that the emphasis on the weather 
within the picturesque tradition offers a route to work with nature, rather than 
defending ourselves from it. He puts forward William Kent’s work at 
Rousham as a poignant example. ‘The picturesque gave new emphasis to 
the environment, acknowledging the senses and the seasons and weather's 
contribution to perception and understanding’ (Hill, 2012, p.85). Hill 
acknowledges how Kent’s Garden design is highly attuned to climatic and 
seasonal change. He provides a clue as to how to refocus the architecture’s 
gaze on the issues that matter today and for future generations.  
 
The interactive experience of the elements  

By focusing on the elements of nature, the design methodology can heighten 
awareness of the passing of time and sensory perception. The inclusive 
place-making design methodology shifts the focus of timescale through the 
work stages, from the elongated geological time scale to the millisecond 
appreciation of a bouncing raindrop. The research contextualises these 
shifting scales by investigating the control of the environment within the 
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building and the creative potential that nature’s elements lend to the creation 
of space and the resultant interactive experience. By embracing and 
amplifying the local conditions of the climate, architects can bring people 
closer to their sensory perception of nature, and hence themselves. The 
relationship with nature happens as an individual, and the association is 
expressed collectively within society through symbols. ALPM needs to 
incorporate procedures that will appreciate natural phenomena and the 
cultural associations they generate into working creative methods for 
practice. 
 
2.2.4 SYMBOLS OF NATURE   

Symbols of nature and universal meaning   

Nature-focused architecture works with both universal ideals and the specific 
instances through archetypal symbols of nature. Flower, tree, forest, 
mountain, ocean; these archetypes of nature drive many of the stories within 
Tonkin Liu’s projects. The symbols make a cognitive connection to nature 
through collective subconscious. Jung (1990, p.20) gives architects a 
definition that helps define why the symbol is useful as a creative vehicle for 
something yet unknown; ‘What we call a symbol is a term, a name, or even a 
picture that may be familiar in daily life, yet that possesses specific 
connotations in addition to its conventional and obvious meaning. It implies 
something vague, unknown, or hidden from us’. Jung is concerned with the 
psychological ramification of archetypal images within dreams, but for 
designers, they are also a tool to deliver meaning as cross-cultural concepts 
that hark back to primal nature. Jung refers to these as ‘archaic remnants’ or 
‘primordial images,’ (Jung, 1990, p.67). For architects, symbols lend the 
ability to make cultural artefacts that can resonate across cultural divides. 
‘The archetype is a tendency to form such representations of a motif - 
representations that can vary a great deal in detail without losing their basic 
pattern’ (Jung, 1990, p.67). To be a tune to the archetypes of nature is to be 
connected to the primal instincts of humanity. 
 
Symbolic environmental acts within a culture's rituals 

To build a symbolic link between the interaction of nature and the 
architectural artefact, Heschong provides context. She discusses symbolic 
acts within society's rituals and challenges the reasoning behind the 
machine-controlled environment. ‘The thermal environment also has the 
potential for such sensuality, cultural roles, and symbolism that need not, 
indeed should not, be designed out of existence in the name of a thermally 
neutral world’ (Heschong, 1979, p.17). Her research expresses many of the 
sentiments and concepts that underpin the nature focussed storytelling 
approach. She links the pleasure of connection to the elements of nature and 
the cultural rituals of society in specific environments. The book helps foster 
an attitude to and awareness of the benefit of understanding and utilising the 
simple laws of physics understood by cultural ancestors. Again, the dualism 
between the poetic and the pragmatic attitude towards the elements 
becomes visible, helping engender the wellbeing and the psychological 
advantages of embracing nature. Heschong demonstrates how the power of 
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the elements can be used to regulate the environment and connect people to 
place through the natural laws of physics.  
 
Heschong heralds the cultural connection to nature through the archetypes 
of thermal performance, such as the Finnish Sauna, the Japanese Hot 
Spring, and the water-filled Islamic Garden. ‘To the extent that a place 
becomes a repository of meanings valued by a culture, it also acquires value 
by its association with those meanings’ (Heschong, 1979, p.51). Rather than 
neutralising the variance of nature through technology for a steady-state 
environment (Banham, 1984), architects should be encouraged to use their 
sensory perception and chase symbols of satisfaction. ‘In a sense, the place 
in its role as a symbol stores the idea, giving it a physical reality outside the 
mind’ (Heschong, 1979, p.51). Within design methodology, there needs to be 
a balance between the dualities of poetic and pragmatic tendencies; this is a 
crucial principle of ALPM. 
 
The holistic reconnection to nature through storytelling   

The research into symbols of nature, and storytelling, cross over and 
intermingle to inform the creative processes within the toolkit. On the one 
hand, people see the relationship of our bodies to, and our awareness of, 
nature's elements as consciousness and part of the intrinsic human 
condition. On the other, they see the symbolic associations with the natural 
world that percolate culture and fill our subconscious dreams. The primal 
archetypes lend the architect the opportunity for cross-cultural accessibility. 
The advantages of embracing nature go beyond poetic aspiration and delight 
in delivering psychological well-being. The mythological aspect of nature 
symbolism can be adopted into the design methodology through storytelling. 
By investigating the context of nature through the subject of Setting, 
Elements, and Symbols of Nature, the team have surmised the context for 
architecture’s response within the toolkit. The last topic for the practice-led 
research is to question how natural lessons can be brought into the 
operational functions within practice.  
 
2.2.5 LEARNING FROM NATURE   

Faith in nature within society   

School and Sunday School delivered a very different message about nature 
to children in the 1960’s. One hundred years earlier, almost everyone 
adhered to the church's view that nature was God's work. Darwin (1979) 
published “On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the 
Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life” 1859, which 
changed how society thought about nature. In this seminal work, he provided 
scientific evidence to support the theory of evolution (Fig 2.2). Yet, according 
to a Gallup survey, approximately 42% of the population of North America 
still believe in the myth of creationism, (Newport 2022). As Attenborough 
noted, ‘Darwin was far from being an atheist – he had, after all, taken a 
degree in divinity in Cambridge’ (Attenborough, 1979, p.11). He distinguishes 
Darwin from other theorists before him, ‘Darwin’s revolutionary insight was to 
perceive the mechanism that brought these changes about’ (Attenborough, 
1979, p.13).  
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To change individual’s relationship with nature, the myth that they are 
somehow detached from nature needs to change. With the redefined working 
relationship brought about by the climate crisis, the community will be more 
likely to take responsibility for its actions. Society must move from the fear of 
nature in a religious or detached third-person position to faith in nature. To 
see design as an evolutionary process is to be open to the ‘principle of great 
benefit being derived from divergence of character combined with the 
principle of natural selection,’ (Darwin, 1979, p.159). The childhood 
experience of the two alternative truths struck a chord and asked questions 
about systems of belief and nature. The faith that evolved has influenced the 
nature-focused methodology and the ethos of the practice of Tonkin Liu.   
 
The divergent path of evolution as a model of creation  

The tendency for architects to take a linear creative path that focuses on 
selecting a single option is hugely limiting. Darwin’s diagram (Darwin, 1979, 
p.160-1) shows ‘The great tree of life…. with its ever branching and beautiful 
ramification’ (Darwin, 1979, p.159). Lateral expansion through alternative 
variables and the selection through a critical evaluation provide a model for 
environmental adaption. The goal of any design methodology should be to 
learn from these overriding principles and prove fitness for purpose to 
engender innovation through focused environmental solutions.  
 
The relationship of form to the environmental conditions  

While Darwin set the theoretical stance for natural selection, Thompson 
(1966) laid out a theory of natural morphology with “On Growth and Form”. 
His studies focused on the reasoning behind the natural outcomes, ‘the 
forms of living things, and the parts of living things, can be explained by 
physical considerations, and to realise that in general no organic forms exist 
save such as are in conformity with physical and mathematical laws’ 
(Thompson, 1966, p.10). For Thompson, this vital lesson is derived from the 
general principle of form-making - in nature, there is a link between form and 
strength. He observes that changes in form through movement and growth 
‘may in all cases alike be described as due to the action of force. In short, the 
form of an object is a diagram of forces’ (Thompson, 1966, p.11). The 
question for the research was how this knowledge could be translated into 
procedures in a design methodology.   
 
The origin of the term Biomimetics  

The concept of biomimetics was developed in the 1950s by the biophysicist 
Otto Schmitt (Vincent et. al., 2006, p.471-482). Benyus (2002) introduced the 
idea that design could learn from nature to a broader audience with 
innovation inspired by Biomimicry. Her background in biological sciences and 
her fieldwork for the forestry commission found her in a position to put 
observations into practice. She recollected the empirical beginnings of her 
research through fieldwork, studying habitats and behaviour. ‘I began to see 
where the real lessons lie, in the exquisite ways that organisms are adapted 
to their places and to each other’ (Benyus, 2002, p.4). Through Biomimicry, 
she suggests designers should work with nature rather than against it, 
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learning from its remarkable systems to work in harmony and create a 
balanced ecology. ‘Our challenge is to take these time-tested ideas and echo 
them in our own lives’ (Benyus, 2002, p.4). Her drive for a sustainable 
relationship with nature comes from understanding natural science, as she 
questions the reliance on technology. ‘Strapped to a juggernaut of 
technology we fancy ourselves as gods’ (Benyus, 2002, p.5). She suggests 
that a closer working relationship is needed for the future. ‘This time we 
cannot learn about nature so that we might circumvent or control her, but to 
learn from nature so that we might fit in’ (Benyus, 2002, p.9).  
She provides several lessons from material science to strive for better routes 
toward sustainable fabrication. ‘Nature manufactures its materials under life 
friendly conditions in water at room temperature without harsh chemicals or 
high pressures’ (Benyus, 2002, p.97). By learning from nature’s integrated, 
productive systems, manufacturing and construction processes can evolve to 
emulate the numerous sustainable examples of the natural world. The tools 
of ALPM will be tailored for engagement with the environmental issues to 
question the productive ecosystems of our time.    
 
Nature and sustainability in the cradle-to-cradle model  

The link between resources and economy highlighted by Benyus (2002) is 
taken further by the architect McDonough and the chemist Braungart. The 
combination of authors, architect and chemist, set out a strategic approach 
by questioning the ethics of production and processes within industry. They 
suggest that environmental change needs to come through sympathetic, 
natural systems, ‘reducing resource consumption, energy use, emissions 
and waste as a beneficial effect on the environment as well and on public 
morale’ (Braungart and McDonough, 2009, p.53). Their drive is for a naturally 
based economy that makes sustainable sense and balances equity, ecology, 
and the economy. Rather than recycling and reusing unsustainable products, 
they suggest a paradigm shift to a naturally nontoxic production process. 
They propose using a natural model, embracing growth and decay as part of 
natural regeneration. They offer the need to change value systems; they 
quote Albert Einstein, ‘Science can only ascertain what is, but not what 
should be, and outside of its domain, value judgements of all kinds remain 
necessary’ (Braungart and McDonough, 2009, p.16). The cradle-to-cradle 
philosophy they put forward focuses on the ecological and ethical trajectory 
of the design outcomes. Their guidance informs the evaluation and judgment 
of alternative solutions necessary within any design methodology. Lessons 
learnt from the cradle-to-cradle model are not necessarily creative 
generators but can become critical tools for assessment and selection.   
 
Architecture learns from nature through biomimicry   

Pawlyn (2011) brings the ideology of Biomimicry to architecture. He argues 
for a closer relationship between architectural practice and nature’s 
sustainable systems through an intelligent dialogue with nature. Pawlyn was 
part of Grimshaw’s architectural team for the Eden Project. This experience 
set the ethical and architectural context in its linage with Otto's work at the 
Institute of Lightweight Structures in Stuttgart, which came from the 
ecologically aware side of the technocratic tradition and learned from the 
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minimal surface structure in nature (Meissner and Möller, 2015). Like Benyus 
(2002), Pawlyn's (2011) thrust is similar, but the emphasis shifts scale. 
Whereas Benyus focuses on material science, Pawlyn focuses on delivering 
an innovative project. Pawlyn threads the themes with an urgent call for three 
essential steps to implement ideas from the natural world; 1, Radical change 
in resource efficiency. 2, Close loop gaps of waste management. 3, Move 
from a fossil fuel reliant economy to a solar economy. 
 
Nature as form and systems of technology  

Pawlyn’s Sahara Reforestation project learns from the humble Namibian Fog 
Basking Beetle’s evaporative techniques. This is combined with desert 
greenhouse proposal research to go beyond mitigation into desert 
reclamation. The science within the material and construction method in the 
beetle's back is transferred to the scale of an environmental ambition. ‘In this 
sense the scheme went beyond ‘sustainable’ to achieve design’ (Pawlyn, 
2011, p.104). Pawlyn draws attention to performance within natural systems, 
‘The intention is therefore to transcend the mimicking of natural forms and 
attempt to understand the principles that lie behind those forms and systems’ 
(Pawlyn, 2011, p.2). He bemoaned the current state of the sustainability 
debate within the profession. ‘Many current approaches to environmentally 
sustainable architecture are based on mitigation. The suggestion from the 
examples collected in this book is that it is possible to go further than this, 
and for some buildings to be regenerative’ (Pawlyn, 2011, p.2). The focus is 
on performance within the design that embraces symbiotic natural 
relationships rather than purely visual considerations. Pawlyn quotes the 
professor of biomimetics Julian Vincent to define the subject of Biomimicry 
as ‘the abstraction of good design from nature’ (Pawlyn, 2011, p.2). He 
quotes Julian Vincent, ‘materials are expensive, and shape is cheap’ as 
opposed to technology where the opposite tends to be the case’ (Pawlyn, 
2011, p.2). Here the relationship between ‘abstraction’ and ‘technology’ 
raises questions of priority and procedure within design methodology.   
 
Shell Lace biomimetic structures  

Two Shell Lace projects by Tonkin Liu are featured in Biomimicry (Pawlyn, 
2011), one at the beginning, a pedestrian bridge in China [Shi Ling Bridge, 
2009] and one at the end, a ferry terminal in Taiwan [Island of Light, 2011]. 
As a practice, these projects have been the product of the ALPM 
methodology. In the last decade, projects that could be described as 
biomimetic account for approximately 25% of Tonkin Liu’s workload. The 
practice methodology of ALPM is an art-based placemaking process that 
occasionally moves toward science-based, nature-inspired solutions. Within 
Tonkin Liu’s projects, abstraction and the resultant biomimetic technology 
depend on the project’s specific circumstances, as the methodology 
combines natural and cultural influences. Art is the vanguard of design that 
can be delivered through the science of nature-inspired construction. To 
commit to a biomimetic solution in advance would be to predetermine the 
answer before an inclusive and holistic process had established the ‘story’ 
through the ‘method’. 
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Nature inspired engineers  

We learn about nature through personal experiences. This reading and 
comprehension are enriched by the perspective of those who share the 
conviction. Architects such as Gaudi, Nervi, Dieste and Otto have shown 
through their work how an enhanced understanding of nature can bring fresh 
and original influences to architecture. Otto’s publications exemplify the 
empirical basis of an architect embracing nature through the Institute of 
Lightweight Structures (1964-1990). The research's spirit of observation and 
experimentation employed a technocratic scientific basis that adopted a 
broad collaborative approach. In an essay towards the end of his life, Otto 
noted, ‘I founded a research group called "Biology and Building" in which 
biologists, palaeontologists and architects worked together’ (Meissner and 
Möller, 2015, p.11). In the same essay, he bemoaned, ‘I built little. But I 
devised many "castles in the air''’ (Meissner and Möller, 2015, p.10). The 
web-like Olympic roofs at Munich exemplified his nature-driven approach. As 
buildings, they typify the open-air and lightweight structures made up most of 
his oeuvre.  
 
Craft and nature in the work of Gaudi  

The work of Gaudi around the turn of the 20th century brought lessons from 
nature to a broader integration. The same empirical, experimental approach 
drove Gaudi’s work, but his work remains more closely aligned to craft, and 
in this respect, his work still provides an essential clue as to how nature can 
be wedded to construction. He paid respect to the innate skill set attributed to 
his lineage. ‘I have that quality of spatial apprehension because I am the son, 
grandson, and the great-grandson of coppersmiths. My father was a smith; 
my grandfather also’ (Van Hensbergen, 2002, p.134). For Gaudi, his genetic 
inheritance helped him in his ability to respond through his art to specific 
criteria of the project. Through Gaudi, the influence of nature is brought into 
the mainstream of practice, rather than a periphery specialism and Gaudi’s 
preference for empirical learning through experimentation brought 
tremendous value. His discoveries delivered innovative work, setting an 
imaginative and technical standard for future generations. Gaudi embraced 
nature on many levels. Environmental and structural innovations were 
evident, as well as the widespread appeal for visitors referencing organicism. 
In the context of today’s ecological issues, this is part of the much-needed 
lesson as to how society can learn from nature. Gaudi’s work was in marked 
contrast to the universal language of modernism that followed. His 
architectural language was expressive of its local Catalan culture. Each 
project was effectively a Story of Place and the People it was made for, 
inspired by Nature.  
 

2.3 STORYTELLING  
 
2.3.1 INTRODUCTION  

The story as medium, structure, mechanism, and myth  

Medium, structure, mechanism, and myth define the subject matter of 
storytelling and deliver valuable lessons to the design methodology of ALPM. 
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The research investigates the design evolution as a communication medium 
from first principles. The story's structure is studied with concern for the 
functional aspects of how stories are constructed. The technique has the 
potential to challenge established design processes within everyday practice 
to bring enlightenment to architectural expression. The research highlights 
those mechanisms that are useful as strategic tools for the methodology 
within the storytelling field. The idea of myth as the representation of 
meaning is investigated as a creative vehicle for placemaking. As Yorke 
(2013) explains with his investigation of storytelling, the fabrication and 
comprehension of the ancient art of storytelling are complex but can be 
reduced to an essence. 'The very best definition of a story; 'Once Upon a 
time, in such a place, something happened' (Yorke, 2013, p.3). The project 
of the Singing Ringing Tree [2006] was conceived to tell a story (Fig 2.3) 
(see Chapter 3). 

 

Fig 2.3 The Singing Ringing Tree draws townsfolk up the hill © Mike Tonkin 
 
2.3.2 MEDIUM  

The origins of storytelling  

Attenborough (1979) discusses evidence of early upright man that 
demonstrates 'teamwork, foresight and planning, that argues that they 
shared considerable skill in communicating between themselves' (The 
Compulsive Communicators (1979) Life on Earth, episode 13, BBC). As 
Harari (2015) suggests, this facility to synthesise the emotion and logic 
inherent within the imagination marks the beginning of storytelling. 'As far as 
we know, only Sapiens can talk about entire kinds of entities that they have 
never seen, touched or smelled’ (Harari, 2015, p.27). When he questions 
how Homo sapiens might have progressed to dwelling in great cities, he 
concludes, 'The secret was probably the appearance of fiction. Large 
numbers of strangers can cooperate successfully by believing in common 
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myths’ (Harari, 2015, p.30). From a logistical perspective, the story became 
the medium with which society passed on accumulated experience to 
organise group action. Sensory perceptions can be described, emotions 
encapsulated, values asserted, ideas transmitted, instructions conveyed, and 
meaning established, all as part of the information stored within a story. Storr 
suggests 'The gift of story is wisdom. For tens of thousands of years, stories 
have served to pass down lessons on how to live from one generation to 
another’ (Storr, 2019, p.211).  
 
The persuasive power of the spoken story  

Words begin the process of Asking; the story is then illustrated in the Looking 
stage. In architecture, designers are concerned with the individual and the 
collective. Words as a medium help the team access shared viewpoints to 
establish a shared idea. A story can motivate coordinated action to pursue a 
common belief by unifying a position. The format can consciously carry the 
collective imagination to organise the benefits of joint commitment. 'We 
believe in a particular order, not because it is objectively true, but because 
believing in it enables us to cooperate effectively and forge a better society' 
(Harari, 2015, p.124). Storytelling can be divisive, but he argues it has given 
culture the ability to achieve collective realisation. 'When it succeeds, it gives 
Sapiens immense power because it enables millions of strangers to 
cooperate and work towards common goals' (Harari, 2015, p.35). 
 
The imagination is both conscious and subconscious. Invention within the 
story conveys collective thought, and Harari reminds us how persuasive 
creative constructs can be at the heart of culture. Individuals align 
themselves to a collective construct according to their culture's nurturing. As 
Yorke clarifies in his discourse, 'Stories strive for meaning, for resonance - 
why else would we share them? And when they achieve meaning, they are 
repeated and become embedded in our collective conscious' (Yorke, 2013, 
p.226).  
 
The illustrated story and the origin of symbols 

An illustration is a valuable traditional tool for the architect to explore ideas, 
concepts, and spatial journeys that sets out the relationships within the 
burgeoning story. When the spoken word is illustrated, it comes closer to the 
conscious sensory perception of the world and the subconscious images 
within dreams. In humankind’s primal origins all senses aided survival. 
Today, our experience is primarily within the visual world of modern 
existence, as other senses have become less significant. In the past, 
communication and artistic expression became interwoven when the oral 
story gained permanence through the illustration of art. The images that 
appeared in the caves of early man were the first to capture the stories of 
distinct characters in action. Unlike a spoken tale, the ideas expressed in the 
cave paintings could be passed through emblematic representation to those 
absent during their ritual making. As Attenborough elucidates, 'Homo 
sapiens, wise man, has made a huge step forward in his ability to 
communicate. He has discovered how to represent objects not by their 
likeness, but by symbols' (Attenborough, 1979). Representation in art allows 
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a story to be conveyed as an account of past or possible future events. It is 
more than a report or description of an occurrence or phenomenon because 
the visual story delivers its message with emotion. In this way, it is more than 
a mere communication device. It becomes a tool of cultural expression.  
 
The written stories order the imagination 

ALPM uses words as the medium of exploration to find the story's beginning 
in Asking. Words, as the fast and fluid response mechanism of the human 
imagination, pry into the subject matter of each new project. The discussion 
is noted, and the text is assembled and rearranged to give order to both 
random and rational thought processes. As Yorke informs us, formatting 
brings order to the creative storytelling process. 'All of our storytelling 
theories have one thing in common, all revolve around one central idea: the 
incomplete is made complete; sense is made' (Yorke, 2013, p.212). The 
story is a transition device between two existences, one perceived and one 
conjured. It is understood by referencing things the reader is already familiar 
with, but the unique combination of connections and lateral associations can 
create a new imaginary world. The story is the ideal vehicle to excite curiosity 
and capture imagination to envision what is possible. Storr puts a scientific 
perspective on the human condition, 'As part of their mission to control the 
world, brains need to properly understand it. This makes humans insatiably 
inquisitive.' He continues, 'Humans have an extraordinary thirst for 
knowledge, storytellers excite these instincts by creating worlds, but stop 
short of telling readers everything about them' (Storr, 2019, p.211).  
 
The performed story of people in place and time  

From travelling plays to the theatre, from silent movies to animation, from 
feature films to television series, engaging the audience and delivering a 
distinct perspective is achieved through the combination of words and 
images. All forms of performed stories aid in constructing an experience of 
an alternative reality. The demand on the audience is less as the image and 
action tell the story, often combined with narration or dialogue. Acting out a 
Play in real-time is the visceral extension of the written script, performed in 
constructed sets forming an imaginary scene to set the people in a particular 
place for a unique story. The story's next historic giant leap after the printing 
press was to animate people in place and time. The performance within 
subtitled silent movies combined moving illustration with the written word.  
 
Subtitles that first appeared in these silent movies, and today help make 
foreign language films accessible, are a visually succinct format like the 
captioned illustration. Words clarify the image's meaning. The text directs the 
audience toward the desired message. Berger (2008) explains the 
relationship between the spoken word and the chosen image. 'The reciprocal 
nature of vision is more fundamental than that of spoken dialogue'. He goes 
on to reason, 'And often dialogue is an attempt to verbalise this - an attempt 
to explain how, either metaphorically or literally, 'you see things'’ (Berger, 
2008, p.9). Verbalisation of the story is a tool to control emotion and 
manipulate the intellect. The play is limited by its stage and the relationship 
of the action to the audience. The silent film broke the bond of the stage and 
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took a static audience on a roller-coaster journey through a projection 
screen. The entity of moving images on the fixed screen in all forms of 
cinema has now become the storytelling medium of the technological age.  
 
A digital story’s interactive performance  

The digital realm is the new horizon of storytelling. The tools architects use 
parallel advances in information technology. The digital production within 
architectural practice and digital presentation of the virtual space of social 
media have advanced side by side. 3D computer aided design and image 
rendering software have given architects the ability to make ideograms to 
communicate their story’s evolving rationale and inform their clients along the 
design journey. The digital world relies on interaction, and so do finished 
buildings. Computers pave the way for architects to move more easily 
towards buildings that respond and adapt to climatic change and changes in 
behaviour. With digital technology, architecture has the potential to become 
an interactive storytelling medium throughout the life of the building. As 
artificial intelligence has the ability to link thought to action, buildings can 
respond to emotional and functional needs. Storytelling can become 
expressive of cultural relationships to the space and an interactive 
connection with unknown future users.  
 
Tools of abstraction within literary devices  

Abstraction is at the heart of storytelling and can be employed in various 
forms within the storytelling structure. Stories translate facts into fiction 
through a process of abstraction from existing conditions. The story 
interprets existing phenomena, using references and associations to 
rearrange them in new configurations. All storytelling forms use literary 
devices to bring about this idea of transformation. Fiction is a process of 
fabrication; it gives the tale the poetic license to free itself from reality and 
lead to an invented place. The storytelling technique can utilise strategic 
instruments of transformation to bring new insights. To go beyond 
architecture's scientific and service-driven obligations, the team can embrace 
storytelling's artistic techniques to bring art into their professional activities. 
Without creative transformation, building designs can only exist on a prosaic 
level as a service to the construction industry and as generators of pragmatic 
objects. The tools of abstraction that bring about reinterpretation include 
literary equipment adapted for a particular purpose. These include metaphor, 
simile, and personification. Literary devices can be further enhanced with the 
tools of distillation and singularity. Through understanding the contradictory 
forces of any given situation, oppositions can be played out or juxtaposed to 
create new combinations. All are tools of capturing and utilising the 
imagination to bring about change. Storr (2019) suggests that these tools are 
essential to the understanding of the world, 'Neuroscientists are building a 
powerful case that metaphor is far more important to human cognition than 
has ever been imagined. Many argue it's the fundamental way that brains 
understand abstract concepts such as love, joy, society, and economy' 
(Storr, 2019, p.44). These devices, such as metaphor, are explored further 
within the thesis as they offer shifts of meaning. Storr quotes George Orwell. 
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'a newly invented metaphor assists thought by evoking a visual image' (Storr, 
2019, p.47).  
  
2.3.3 STRUCTURE  

Types and genres in storytelling 

The research involves uncovering evidence to inform how architects tell a 
story in a built edifice. The fictional world of storytelling offers the team tools 
of invention and more. Their search is to find and reassign tools that have 
been adapted through time to fulfil specific purposes within different forms of 
storytelling. Each might suggest a strategic manoeuvre to achieve a 
particular goal within the methodology. As Yorke (2013) suggests, the 
territory is vast even though the primary remit is simple. 'Storytelling has 
shape. It dominates the way all stories are told and can be traced back not 
just to the Renaissance but to the very beginning of the recorded word.. a 
universal archetype' (Yorke, 2013, p.xi). The technique of ALPM does not 
prescribe any particular route to take, but some of these definitions of type, 
format and genre provide a helpful framework.  
 
The parable as an ethical reinterpretation  

The parable allows for a meaning to be hidden in telling a simple story. For 
architects, the parable is used to transport others to a different dimension of 
consciousness to question the meaning of current understanding. The 
parable is the delivery medium that illustrates an ethical lesson and has a 
moral position. The form is applicable because ethics rather than aesthetics 
drives the excellent architect. Brooker completes his extensive storytelling 
survey with, "One of the most profound stories in the world is really no more 
than an elaborate image: Plato's parable of The Cave' (Brooker, 2007, 
p.699). The parable provides an accessible medium to deliver moral 
messages. The listener deciphers the meaning and, in doing so, gains 
ownership over the instructive message. As a parallel story, its objective is to 
make an ethical point through an exemplary comparison. In Plato's cave, the 
man escapes into the light and sees the real world, but his story cannot be 
understood on his return. Those watching the shadow within the dark cave 
cannot imagine his true story as they have not experienced his reality.  
   
The poetic interpretation in Calvino’s Invisible Cities  

Through his literary work, Calvino uses astute observation, abstraction, 
distillation, and personification to bring the poet's viewpoint to the world of 
architecture. The resonance is in the creative combinations he brings 
together to pursue the symbolic imagination. In Invisible Cities, Calvino 
produced a novel and a collection of poetic architectural stories describing 
the city of Venice in numerous ways. As an example of abstract translation 
and structural organisation, it serves as a model for architects in the process 
of interpretation through the written word. The conversion through fiction 
provides no particular beginning or end to the story from one reality to 
another. Buildings, like cities, are composed of interrelated components 
whose various facets perform interlinked duties. Calvino's lyrical insight 
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suggests a translation mode to see these facets as poetic generators for a 
new form. 
 
2.3.4 MECHANISMS  

Progression of the journey through the storytelling process 

A story is naturally a progressive journey, with a beginning, a middle, and an 
end. 'Stories allow us to understand and navigate a strange and alien world. 
By rehearsing situations, problems, conflicts, and emotions in fictional form, 
we become more adept at understanding, coping with, and resolving them in 
real life’ (Yorke, 2013, p.204). The design process is no different; the stages 
that make up the classic story can be embedded within the phases of the 
design process. The classic story begins with an occurrence that incites 
action, usually requiring a journey. Consequently, a conflict leads to a climax, 
bringing about a resolution. In ALPM, words respond to context to begin the 
story without knowing the final ending. The ambition is set, and the journey of 
discovery into unknown territory brings new inspiration to architecture. 
Alternative strategies compete in a battle for the ideal architectural form. The 
selected proposal finds resolution by being brought into the technical sphere 
to gain appropriate materiality. The building is complete, and a new story of 
experience begins.  
  

Progression    

Classic Story  Stage  Medium  Role  

Incident  Asking  Words Interrogation  

Journey  Looking  Illustration  Inspiration  

Conflict  Playing  Modelling form Exploration  

Resolution  Making  Material, technique  Experimentation  

Epilogue Completion  Experience  New story  

 
The storyboard as a tool of clarity  

The story's episodic nature is served by a device borrowed from the world of 
comics to structure the layout of sequences across time. The storyboard 
helps visualise all story forms, including those in ALPM. The technique is 
usually associated with films and television. The storyboard helps make 
strategic links between priorities and demonstrates how ideas work in space 
and across the dimension of time. The storytelling technique can learn from 
both, as the story is developed and translated from word to image to 
storyboard. It can become a way of explaining the design process to a 
competition jury or client. It is a guide to the design team that makes sense 
of the storytelling technique to ensure clarity.   
 
Invention within storytelling as the catalyst for change 

The ambition of ALPM is to produce a storytelling template as a toolkit that 
will allow a design to become highly responsive and bring about radical 
change. The architect fulfils needs by constructing something that does not 
exist, thus solving a problem and bringing about change. Change is the 
currency of architecture both as a service to provide a building and to 
respond to circumstances and our time to produce something entirely new. In 
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doing so, architects bring about inventive progress and respond to 
fundamental human characteristics. As Storr observes, 'Every story you'll 
ever hear amounts to 'something changed'. Almost all perception is based on 
the detection of change says the neuroscientist professor Sophie Scott' 
(Storr, 2019, p.11). According to Yorke, 'Changes is the bedrock of life and 
consequently the bedrock of narrative. What's fascinating is that, like stories 
themselves, change too has an underlying pattern. In every archetypal tale, a 
template can be found' (Yorke, 2013, p.46).  
 
Protagonists as the proponents of change  

Yorke (2013) suggests that within the definition of a story, 'something 
happens,' that change is generally responded to or brought about by a 
protagonist. In ALPM, the protagonist could be the client, the architect, the 
consultant, the contractor, or an expert involved in the design process. A 
design process is a collective act that reflects on the multiple characters of a 
story; multifaceted. ‘Having multiple protagonists can seem complicated 
because individual stories can be connected in various ways - by subject 
matter, by precinct, by character interaction, by theme or, indeed, any 
permutation of all of them’ (Yorke, 2013, p.66).  
 
The ALPM research draws upon the literary principles of storytelling and 
demonstrates that all complex, multifaceted creative processes need this 
balanced critical approach. The protagonist carries the story forward, and the 
antagonist stops it in its tracks. Both are useful sequentially to the storytelling 
methodology in expanding the exploration and critically contracting the 
options through evaluation.   
 
Antagonist as the critical challenge  

All design processes have phases of expansion and contraction. The 
expansive, exploratory approach needs a counterpart in critical reductive 
processes that refine and add rigour to the intent. Within a story, the 
protagonist is challenged by the antagonist. In creating a work of 
architecture, the critical role of the antagonist is a necessary restraint. Just 
as the protagonist can wear many hats, the antagonists could be the 
contradictory client, the sceptical project manager, the unimaginative 
consultant, or the highly risk-averse contractor. The opposing position 
challenges the optimist's status. In practice, they bring about changes that 
can be used to improve or strengthen a creative stance.  
 
Chain of events within a family of parts  

Buildings, by their nature, are composed of multiple components. These are 
not unlike characters within a play. Actions played out within a building need 
room for expression within the controlling structure of the story. As the 
design moves toward resolving the different constituent parts, the story's 
characters move toward an agreed solution. ALPM refers to the parts unified 
by the story as a family of parts to clarify their connection as a whole. These 
fulfil the different roles of the constructional components of the building and 
events that take place with it.  
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A story, like a building, is made up of a series of occurrences. 'Episodic 
storytelling is built from a chain of story events' (Storr, 2019, p.190). The 
chain of functional and ritual events defines the family of parts and the 
experience amongst them. The design methodology progresses from the 
form-finding of Playing to the detailed design of Making. Like a cast in a play, 
the Family of Parts fulfils their role within the whole by prescribed, detailed 
design.   
 
The script as clarification of the role and overall intent  

The diverse cast needs a controlling device to bring continuity to a holistic 
story. In performance, this task is fulfilled by the script. Storyboards set out 
the story's progression, and the script articulates the detailed role of each 
cast member within this progress. The idea of the script becomes particularly 
useful when the separate functions within the Family of Parts need individual 
expression. In terms of events within architectural space, the play structure, 
with its scripted characters, transforms the building into an invigorating 
performance. In the nature-focused methodology, the starring roles are not 
necessarily the fabric of the building, and it may be the amplification of an 
experience or an element such as rain. To script this role, architects need to 
understand the character, for example, rain, and ask how its changing 
qualities could be expressed to tell its individual story within the whole.     
 
Plot as a moderator of the project agenda  

Different strategic agendas generated by Asking and Looking produce 
different scenarios for the possible plot and consequently design 
ramifications in the Playing and Making stages.  There is a clear distinction 
between narrative architecture and the storytelling approach of ALPM. 
Narrative painting and architecture make a series of references acting as 
signs to build a story through association. The common ground is the focus 
on culture. In ALPM, culture becomes part of architecture through an 
inclusive translation process. In narrative art, the references remain literal 
signs, whereas, in ALPM, references are abstracted and evolve into 
symbols. In the storytelling of ALPM, the substory within the story describes 
a sequence of events unfolding. These are related to activities and can be 
considered as the overall plot. For the process of the storytelling 
methodology, the notion of the plot is preferable to the idea of narrative as 
the plot is a controlling device for the design agenda. One that takes on 
board influences from nature and culture and synthesises them on a holistic 
level. The plot could be determined by a variety of objectives for the building. 
It may be that the dynamic journey through space as a generator, a specific 
relationship set up by a particular typology, structural necessities, or the 
ambition for environmental enclosure could give alternative storylines for the 
plot.  
 
Riddle as the creative redefinition of the brief  

The ancient literary mechanism of the riddle can become the artistic 
redefinition of a modern brief, the steppingstone for architecture into the 
world of storytelling. The riddle's literary agency helps chart the journey 
without specifying the destination. In the Anatomy of Criticism, Frye explores 
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the idea of the riddle and the relationship it sets between word and image. 
'Riddle was originally the cognate object of read, and the riddle seems 
intimately involved with the whole process of reducing language to visible 
form, a process which runs through such by forms as of riddle as 
hieroglyphic and ideogram' (Frye, 1973, p.280). This definition shows how 
suitable the riddle is as a mechanism as ALPM moves from the language of 
words to images. It is also appropriate as a method of abstraction. 'The 
literary structure is ironic because 'what it says' is always different in kind or 
degree from 'what it means' (Frye, 1973, p.81). In this parallel literary 
formation, designers can make creative collateral of the riddle as Frye 
suggests, 'the close relation between visual and conceptual in poetry, and 
the radical opsis in the lyric is Riddle, which is characteristically a fusion of 
sensation and reflection' (Frye, 1973, p.280).  
 
Quest as the symbolic objective for form 

The literary mechanism of the quest presents a challenge, a task that 
requires a significant effort to undertake a difficult mission. Like characters in 
a story, the members of the design collective play separate roles. 'Though 
they are superficially different, they all share the same framework and the 
same story engine: all plunge the characters into a strange new world; all 
involve a quest to find a way out of it; and whatever form they choose to 
take, in every story monsters are vanquished' (Yorke, 2013, p.x). The idea of 
the quest within the design process resonates with the uncertainty of 
searching for something new. The challenge of design is to instigate change 
and, in doing so, bring about innovation. Innovation is the overall quest for 
the storytelling methodology. In each project, the quest will be to fill the 
poetic and pragmatic potential discovered in circumstance.   
 
2.3.5 MYTH 

Myth and the collective imagination  

The questioning of a convention is essential to bring about invention. Myth in 
architecture has a metaphysical function that links cognitive and material 
aspects of society. The collective imagination allows the reconstitution of 
reality and is a powerful force for invention. Looking back on history, it is 
easy to decipher the relationship between culture's beliefs, actions, and 
artefacts. To understand society's current condition, convention needs to be 
disassembled, as if the present truth is a myth. This primary tenant led to the 
development of the original ALPM methodology and consequently to all of 
the projects of Tonkin Liu studio.  
 
The idea of myth as a vehicle to pursue a new truth helps architects return to 
first principles and find the origin of meaning. As Harari suggests in Sapiens, 
'Most people do not wish to accept that the order governing their lives is 
imaginary, but in fact, every person is born into a pre-existing imagined 
order, and his or her desires are shaped from birth by its dominant myths' 
(Harari, 2015, p.128).  
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Signified values within societies myths  

Myth is otherworldly, mystical, and at the founding level of universal 
consciousness. These collective thought processes use primal abstract 
emotions intertwined with intellect to bring people together in belief. 
Mythologists, historians, and theorists untangle these mysteries holding the 
myth's web together to decipher and gain an understanding of society's 
cultural position. The fictitious invention of the myth is more incredible than 
reality. It is an ideal formulation of past events or current ideals. In 
Mythologies, Bathes provides a definition. 'What is myth today? I should give 
at the outset a first very simple answer, which is perfectly consistent with 
etymology: myth is a type of speech (Barthes, 1993, p.109). Barthes is a 
man of words, an observer of culture and a reader of signs. The reading is 
an act of observation that pertains to all the social sciences. The making of 
symbols is an act of art. Barthes aids the cause by witnessing and translating 
the signs within a culture to establish what they signify. The mythical reading 
cannot be proved or disapproved; the myth is a medium of interpretation for 
reimagining an observation as a value that can inform design. Signs, values, 
and symbols all contribute to storytelling and challenge the meaning of 
architectural work.    
 
Myth as an instigating catalyst of change  

ALPM uses myth as a tool to fabricate a symbolic story around a belief 
system. It becomes a mechanism for interrogating the beliefs and meaning 
inherent in the project's circumstances. It can decipher multiple complex 
strands as a responsive tool to find a simple overarching principle, thus 
performing an educational function for the design investigation. The myth 
allows the departure from reality to consider time as both fact and fiction, the 
historical and ahistorical position, to pursue the timeless dimension of human 
values. The myth helps format meaning to motivate design action and can 
become a cultural mechanism to instigate change. This dynamic, creative 
potential makes it an ideal catalyst to deliver innovation. It can rise above 
being a mere story as it encapsulates belief. Myth is the perfect medium to 
change the meaning.  
 
Establishing value systems within myths  

A variety of intellectual standpoints offer alternative understandings of myth 
and suggest how myth can be helpful in the creation of belief systems 
through a methodological toolkit. The uncertain nature of myth leads to 
multiple possible interpretations. Strenski (1987) brings his critical discourse 
to the subject of myth itself. 'Myth is everything and nothing at the same time. 
It is the true story or a false one, revelation or deception, sacred or vulgar, 
real or fictional, symbol or tool, archetype or stereotype. He continues, 'It is 
either strongly structured and logical or emotional and pre-logical, traditional 
and primitive or part of contemporary ideology' (Strenski, 1987, p.3). The 
myth is potentially an analytical and synthetic tool for architects to respond to 
project conditions. Strenski considers this dual role and suggests how it may 
inform the art and thought behind a work of architecture, 'Myth names a 
reality that we 'cut-out', not one that 'stands out', he continues, 'Myth' is an 
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'illusion' - an appearance conjured, or 'construct' created by artists and 
intellectuals' (Strenski, 1987, p.2).  
 
The spiritual dimension in representation  

In Architecture Mysticism and Myth, the book that introduced the author to 
the idea of myth over 40 years ago, Lethaby (1994), presents the role of 
mysticism in raising architecture to a higher symbolic level. 'The history of 
architecture, as usually written, with its theory of utilitarian origins…is rather 
the history of building' (Lethaby, 1994, p.11). He continues with his spiritual 
definition of architecture. 'As the pigments are but the vehicle of painting, so 
is building but the vehicle of architecture, which is the thought behind form, 
embodied and realised for the purpose of its manifestation and transmission' 
(Lethaby, 1994, p.11). His metaphor extends beyond art into belief. 
'Architecture, then, interpenetrates building, not for satisfaction of the simple 
needs of the body, but the complex ones of the intellect. Architecture and 
building are quite clear and distinct as ideas, the soul, and the body' 
(Lethaby, 1994, p.11). If architects are to make meaningful buildings that 
represent the belief system of our time, then they need to be more 
cognoscente of the power of symbolism. The fabric of a building embodies 
meaning on a mystical and spiritual level.  
 
The mythological story of form  

The idea of mystery allows interpretation and translation for a spiritual 
appreciation of cognitive processes that cannot be explained alone by 
knowledge and intellect. In cultural terms, belief is often manifest in artefacts 
whose meaning has been disconnected from interpretation by time. The idea 
of myth allows faith to be brought into the sequence of fictional or real events 
through the ages. Lethaby (1994) explains his interest in the stories that 
generated the edifices of history. 'It will be necessary, not only to examine 
architecture in the monuments, but the contemporary statements which 
relate to them, the stories about buildings' (Lethaby, 1994, p.13). These 
mysterious communications from past cultures survive within architecture as 
symbols that cannot readily be deciphered. Contemporary culture is far 
removed from the belief systems that brought them into existence. 
Architectural symbols predate written language. Their meaning was 
understood as a visual representation of a society's religious beliefs and 
ideals by the stories of the time. However, the poetry of their archetypal form 
still resonates as a story of their form passes into mythology.  
The dualism between poetic and pragmatic values 

Lethaby (1994) clarified the distinction between body and soul, building and 
architecture. 'Of the modes of this thought we must again distinguish; some 
were unconscious and instinctive…. and others were direct and didactic, 
speaking by a more or less perfect realisation, (Lethaby, 1994, p.12). He 
recognises the dualism between the fiction that stems unconsciously from 
the belief system and the facts related to scientific production. His thesis 
explores this dichotomy as the dualism between the poetic and the 
pragmatic, between art and science. Lethaby suggests ‘if we would have 
architecture excite an interest, real and general, we must have a symbolism, 
immediately comprehensible by the great majority of spectators’ (Lethaby, 
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1994, p.16). The dualism between these opposing ideals generates tension 
understood on emotional and intellectual levels. A work of art doesn’t always 
need to be understood for the viewer to be moved by its resonance. The 
myth gives the imagination free rein to formulate a new understanding.    
 
Symbols as nature archetypes  

Myth serves the nature-focused storytelling technique with symbols that 
reconnect society to nature. Jung connects mythology with nature through a 
primal past. Jung's belief in the primal human qualities and man’s connection 
to nature are essential to the research and development of the design 
methodology. Through the work of Jung, designers find the psychological 
relationship between nature and storytelling by means of the path that leads 
from symbols to archetypes to mythology. A culture's representation of itself 
is portrayed through the context of natural symbols. These unite people on a 
universal level as archetypes. Jung helps distinguish between signs, precise 
in their ability to redefine a subject matter, and symbols that allow a creative 
interpretation in their reading through translation. "The sign is always less 
than the concept it represents, while a symbol always stands for something 
more than its obvious and immediate meaning' (Jung, 1990, p.55). As a 
defining visual characteristic of the storytelling approach in the original 
publication of ALPM, the archetype is the accessible vehicle to carry 
meaning into the final work. The idea of the natural archetype, such as a 
cave, forest, or hill used as a defining characteristic of projects, was shown in 
the publication.  
 
The ALPM methodology takes advantage of the poetic collateral within the 
language of archetypal symbols. Jung informs us, 'As the mind explores the 
symbol, it is led to ideas that lie beyond the grasp of reason’ (Jung, 1990, 
p.21). The creative potential of the story technique utilises this potential. As 
Jung states, "it is a fact that, in addition to memories from a long-distant 
conscious past, completely new thoughts and creative ideas can also 
present themselves from the unconscious-thoughts and ideas that have 
never been conscious before’ (Jung, 1990, p.38). The natural archetypes can 
be made and remade in numerous guises but still engender universal 
connectivity. York suggests, 'The archetype is a tendency to form such 
representations of a motif-representations that can vary a great deal in detail 
without losing their basic pattern' (Yorke, 2013, p.67). Frye (1973) suggests 
that archetypes also serve a critical function within storytelling as they 
disassemble and reassemble cultural phenomena. 
 
Mythological parts within the whole  

It is not just the whole that benefits from the cohesive mechanism of the 
archetype. The family of parts that make up the building can also become 
archetypes within the larger mythical story of the whole. Through the 
propensity of myths to connect people back to the natural world, Lethaby 
(1994) suggests a hierarchy between the whole's belief system and the parts' 
poetry. Each becomes a symbolic representation of the world in a time 
before modern science. The different components as parts can take on their 
own identity within the overall design to become a separate mythological 
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representation. This suggests that within a building, a hall might become a 
valley, a stair become a mountain, a top-floor gallery become a light-filled 
cave and the movement between them a mythological journey through a 
series of nature archetypes.    
 
Functional myth theory and Malinowski  

The gathering of information that serves the research within the stages of 
Asking and Looking can learn from the fieldwork methods of mythologists. 
The framework of the myth could provide an organisational function to the 
design process. The functional myth theory by Malinowski outlined by 
Strenski (1987) was developed from his empirical studies of indigenous 
Island communities. His principal work gained insight through the 
participatory observations of his fieldwork. His functional myth theory 
maintained that society was controlled and stabilised through the belief 
system embedded within the myth. The myth provides moral order and 
brings ethics into play. This sociological function attributes roles to 
individuals and sets rules for customs within society. The cause and effect of 
the pragmatic functionating of the community became part of the culture as 
taught morality and directed cooperative behaviour. Strenski confirms, 'To be 
sure, the motives behind the new pragmatic anthropology were also 
avowedly 'humanistic'. But the new humanism was grounded in fundamental 
principles of biology and the laws of human survival’ (Strenski, 1987, p.57). 
The matter-of-fact approach also attributed cause and effect to the 
community's form of expression that represented deeper needs. The 
functional myth theory encourages the research within ALPM to delve deeper 
through pragmatic anthropology to comprehend and make sense of culture 
and accurately target design responses.   
 
Campbell and story of the mythical journey  

A myth is a synthetic representation of a broad field of cultural patterns and 
references. The story's meaning becomes a mythological amplification of a 
society's beliefs. Campbell (2008) suggests that the myth facet of the 
imagination allows the subconscious to influence the conscious. For 
Campbell, the myth is a tool of translation. He acknowledges that myth can 
also be read as a falsehood, which contradicts scientific convention, as it 
expands the cultural context. Campbell uses the story of a hero's journey to 
unravel meaning through metaphorical interpretation. For Campbell, 
mythology deciphers and understands culture through comparative research 
of society's sacred stories. The journey equates to bringing about change 
through adventure, dismantling one truth to create another. The hero's 
journey and quest are individual but represent the struggle of all humanity. 
Campbell suggests that these mythical origins provide the 'unquenched 
source through which society is born' (Campbell, 2008, p.15).  
 
The structuralist approach to myth  

Strenski explains how Levi-Strauss brought a general cultural theory to 
mythology using a structuralist myth theory. He provides lessons for the 
deconstruction and reconstruction of cultural influences. As Strenski points 
out, ‘Levi-Strauss's concept of myth is deceptively simple, for him 'myth' is 
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strongly structured important story’ (Strenski, 1987, p.130). Through his 
structuralist theory, Levi-Strauss investigates the social makeup of myths by 
examining them within a broader cultural context. He assesses the repeated 
patterns within the structure of other related stories. Levi-Strauss 
deconstructed these stories from different cultures to show how the content 
may change while the overall structure and intent remained the same, thus 
revealing universal connections between different cultures.  
 
Like Barthes, Levi-Strauss understood myth as a form of speech. The 
language comprises a series of units that he refers to as mythemes. These 
particular themes spoke of universal meanings that vastly different cultures 
could share. For the design methodology of ALPM, these units help observe 
and construct a system of values. The work of Levi Strauss argues for an 
egalitarian comprehension of human traits, whether they came from modern 
or ancient society. He considered them to have universal human 
characteristics. He believed that to understand the myths held dear to a 
community, the language of the community must be understood first. Thus, 
suggesting that abstract language is the path to the profound beliefs within 
the community displayed as timeless patterns of human thought. As 
Campbell (2008) suggests, the myth provides the concept of the one that 
acts for all; Levi-Strauss points to myths being historically specific and 
ahistorical. They work as timeless stories that connect multiple generations 
through their common traits. Structural myth theory's deconstruction 
mechanisms can become a tool to build new myths.   
 
The social identity within creation myths   

The cohesive symbolic language of myth allows architecture to speak both of 
our time and our origins. Lethaby (1994) links the universal symbols, the 
subconscious, and architect’s ability to bring accessibility to meaning through 
the connection to the natural world. He searched for poetic reasoning in the 
origin of architecture to guide its reincarnation by remaking the link between 
man and his origins. 'We cannot think of a time when Man had not asked, 
where am I? Nor, when he had arrived at an explanation, it was not set forth 
by representation' (Lethaby, 1994, p.35). The myth provides an identity for a 
community by giving prominence to the founding of their culture. Strenski 
explains how Cassirer saw myth as a building block of cultures that would 
reveal itself through religion, language, science, and art. He understood that 
the anthological evidence of symbols and myths could demonstrate the 
primitive mediums within culture as a valid part of society's relationships that 
lead to knowledge. Cassirer believed that myth provides symbolic cohesion 
for relationships within the community. Strenski quotes Cassirer, 'the 
relations which it postulates are not logical relations, …. They are a kind of 
glue which can somehow fasten the most dissimilar things together' 
(Cassirer in Strenski, 1987, p.33).  
 
The myth of the past, the myth of the future  

The research on storytelling finds focus through the idea of myth to bring 
structure to the search for meaning and to use the story as a method to 
uncover new truths. Strenski demonstrates how Eliade dictated that the 
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cohesive understanding of a society's origins was the primary objective of a 
myth. Strenski quotes Eliade to clarify his position on myth: 'it has no other 
function than to reveal how something came into being' (Eliade in Strenski, 
1987, p.72). The etiological form of the myth offers psychological clarity to 
human emotion. As an ordering device, it provides a cause to the individual 
for the meaningful transition through life from origin to the afterlife. Strenski 
explains that for Eliade, the rationale for myth was to create an account of a 
society’s creation. The focus on origins within Eliade's definition of myths 
from a deep past also points towards the universal and timelessness 
inherent within current conditions. His myth theory explains the need for 
society to comprehend its position in the world through a meaningful story. 
The idea of myth can serve society by proving a rationale that comes not 
only from some past sacred time but also from within the time one lives and 
how one wants to live in the future.  
 
The one and the many in pursuit of the truth  

With the methodology of ALPM, the story can be fantastical and detached 
from reality as a myth, allowing the stretching of imagination and the 
suspension of disbelief. When a story rises above an account to represent a 
universal meaning, it becomes an archetype. When the archetype represents 
society's commonly held belief, it becomes a myth. In the storytelling 
technique, the idea of the myth provides a salient model for the methodology 
because of this relationship to belief. Architects can see myth on a universal 
macro scale and specific micro scale. For them, the myth is a tool to move 
beyond convention to make a shift in meaning and shape a future truth. As 
Campbell concludes his discourse, he acknowledges the ongoing nature of 
the collective mission. ‘But there is one thing we may know, namely, that as 
the new symbols become visible, they will not be identical in the various 
parts of the globe; the circumstances of local life, 'race, and tradition must all 
be compounded in the effective forms’ (Campbell, 2008, p.336). Myth 
potentially raises the threshold of meaning within the methodology of ALPM. 
The myth can be the vehicle of creation that pursues new truths. As Storr 
suggests, 'The resolution of the story is truth' (Storr, 2019, p.212).  
 

2.4 DESIGN METHODOLOGY  
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Fig 2.4 The four stages of ALPM methodology  
 
2.4.1 ALPM  

The original ALPM methodology  

This section explores the subject of design methodology, organising creative 
procedures for both the practice and teaching of architecture. The simple and 
concise format of the ALPM methodology (Tonkin, 1999) was developed 
initially through practice-led research to put forward a systematic approach 
that investigates the circumstances of individual projects to bring about 
unique results. . ‘It is as a catalyst to practice, that this book has most 
value….If we accept it for what it is - part primer, treaties and portfolio- it 
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makes for stimulating reading’ (Darling, 1999, p.1). Within the four stages of 
ALPM (Fig 2.4), each process was subdivided into three sections (including 
why, what, how, who, where) to put forward a storytelling method for 
creatively interrogating the specific conditions. These prompts instigate ideas 
brought together as a story for each new project. Nine projects with 
archetypal titles showed examples that demonstrated how the process works 
but the scant description of the methodological procedure would make it hard 
for other practitioners or students to use the text without further instruction. 
No specific literature was used in creating this working methodology; it 
originated in Hong Kong through applied research of existing techniques 
within the author’s practice through discussion with the author's partner in 
life, Anna Liu. The ALPM Methodology reflected independence of spirit that 
challenged conventions of practice through conceptual clarity that brought 
about award-winning results. This practice-led research's main drive is to 
explore the parallel field of nature, storytelling, and design methodology 
through comparative literature. 
 
ALPM context and usage within the practice and teaching    

Before discussing the comparative literature, the empirical founding basis of 
the ALPM methodology is put into context. Established architectural 
practices have design management procedures that maintain commercial 
control, avoid unnecessary risk, and assert the methodological approach 
according to the practice brand identity. New practices often borrow design 
methodologies from previous employers' theories or principles. Few establish 
their methods from the first principles, but this was the case with Tonkin Liu. 
The author worked briefly for one year in two of London's small but highly 
acclaimed practices. The two practices, Branson Coates and Eva Jiricna, 
differed in approach, output, and design methods. Coates (Poynor, 1989) 
brought culture into dynamic fluid modern plans within a classical version of 
post-modern architecture. Jiricna (Pawley, 1990) worked with a technical 
culture of high-tech architecture with formal classical plans. The lesson for 
developing a methodology lay in the freedom offered by cultural sources 
beyond architecture and rigour with which technical issues were raised to the 
level of art. Tonkin Liu was established in 2002 with Anna Liu. The practice 
uses the ALPM methodology on every project that the studio produces. It has 
also been utilised in teaching appointments with Anna Liu at the Architectural 
Association and The University of Westminster. The author has also used it 
at The University of Bath, where it has been part of the teaching framework 
for the 5th year studio programme for the past ten years.  
 
2.4.2 DESIGN  

The origins of architectural design methodologies  

Traditionally architects learn as pupils from their experienced masters. The 
drawing is both the medium and the method. Hill tells that ‘The term ‘design’ 
comes from the Italian word disegno, meaning drawing, suggesting the 
drawing of a line and drawing fourth of an idea’ (Hill, 2012, p.15). Drawing as 
a design method goes back into architectural history. Design methodology as 
the conscious subject matter is a post-war invention. Methodologies expose 
the hidden design process of the individual to work together in a coherent 
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team strategy to achieve a common objective. They put forward a sequence 
of procedures, techniques, and tools to aid in understanding issues and 
solving problems through the act of design. Post-war designers focused on 
systems and procedures for modern industrial society by inventing 
systematic scientific methods to respond to complex new problems. Design 
theorists challenged the habits and patterns of a designer’s behaviour; they 
believed design should be founded systematically and scientifically. In the 
UK, the development of design methods was advanced from the 1960s 
onwards by Jones (1973) and Cross (2011). At the Royal College of Art, 
Bruce Archer helped establish design as an academic discipline by 
championing research-based procedures. His focus in industrial design 
pursued system-based thinking using evidence to support action and 
evaluation of the design process.  
 
Visualising intentions within the design process  

Dubberly (2022) produces concept information maps as a compendium 
illustrating various design process methods. The main concern is improving 
the design process by making complex ideas visible (Dubberly, 2022). ‘Our 
processes determine the quality of our products. If we wish to improve our 
products, we must improve our processes; we must continually redesign not 
just our products but also the way we design’ (Dubberly, 2022, p.5). The 
processes of Cross, Jones, Archer and other design thinkers, such as 
Christopher Alexander, are expressed as graphics. On mass, these 
alternative paths simplify the complex process of establishing and satisfying 
needs. Expansion and contraction of ideas through divergent or convergent 
paths explore and evaluate thought processes. Decomposition and 
recombination are used in the production and selection of design 
alternatives. Analysis and synthesis of solutions is delivered through 
serialised staging and feedback loops of the briefing. Although there are 
many similarities to ALPM, as all design processes have essential input and 
output functions, the differences spring from origin and intent. Most of the 
methods shown in Dubberly’s compendium are scientific frameworks that 
solve problems by delivering solutions. ALPM is a place-making 
methodology that aims to bring art practice through storytelling to a scientific 
framework that reconnects people closer to nature.    
 
2.4.3 PRACTICE  

The RIBA Plan of Work 

The RIBA Plan of Work (RIBA Plan of Work, 2022) originated in 1963 and is 
an evolving framework that has altered to meet the changing needs of the 
profession. The Plan of Work, PoW, provides a one size fits all framework for 
architects practicing in the UK; it sets the industry standard and is freely 
available online. Stages 0-7 describe an eight-phase project procurement 
and delivery process. These can broadly be seen as four pairs, briefing, 
design, detail delivery, and completion. Each stage has suggested 
outcomes, tasks, statutory processes, procurement routes, and information 
stages. The single format is adapted to the scale of the project and the scope 
of the agreed services. Over the years, the number of design stages has 
increased with the new responsibilities that bookend the main design work 
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stages, expanding the architect’s range of services. Many clients see the 
workflow from their perspective as professional services to be selected within 
a simplified commercial format of brief, design, and details. The ‘build’ 
services are often perceived as the contractor’s territory, as more work 
follows the design and build route. Design is only a tiny part of the complex 
process of procuring a building with the overall scope. The PoW clarifies the 
operations involved in assembling a collaborative team, gaining statutory 
consent, developing construction information, preparing tenders, awarding 
building contracts, inspecting construction and handing over a completed 
build. The plan states, ‘As we enter an era of continuous innovation, a core 
challenge for project teams is the need to constantly hone their ways of 
working, to maintain both their competitiveness and the quality of their design 
output (RIBA Plan of Work, 2022, p.5). The PoW also states, ‘While the RIBA 
acknowledges that major transformations in the way buildings are briefed, 
designed and constructed are upon us, it is not anticipated that future 
innovations will alter the RIBA Plan of Work methodology’ (RIBA Plan of 
Work, 2022, p.8). The model of the PoW is now seen as stable, and change 
needs to come within individual companies through practice initiatives such 
as the ALPM methodology.  
 
RIBA and ALPM 

The PoW does not give design guidance but provides an excellent 
framework for a professional practice that architects, clients, and consultants 
appreciate. Lawson (2005) comments on the relationship of fees to stages, 
‘So the PoW may also be seen as part of a business transaction; it tells 
clients what they will get and describes what architects must do. It does not 
necessarily tell us how it is done’ (Lawson, 2005, p.36). The PoW manages 
the design service by co-coordinating collaborative working practices and 
providing clients with a staged framework. The workflow does not suggest 
routes of enquiry or design procedures. It is a business management tool to 
be used in association with the individual design methodologies of practices. 
In the Tonkin Liu studio, the PoW is used in conjunction with the ‘art practice’ 
methodology of ALPM to organise the workflow and interface with the client 
to manage the business side of the practice. The two processes are not in 
conflict and can be aligned as follows.   
 

ALPM RIBA 

Asking  Redefinition  Stage 0-1 inception and strategic briefing 

Looking Research  Stage 1 feasibility and research 

Playing Alternatives  Stage 2-3 concept and design  

Making  Resolution  Stage 4-5 detail design and delivery   

 
In 2019, Tonkin Liu was chosen by the RIBA to become an RIBA Role Model 
practice, one of just nine in the UK. The recognition as a small to medium 
enterprise was due to both the quality of the practice's work and the 
practice’s working method that demonstrated innovation and has resulted in 
20 RIBA awards in the past 20 years.  
  



 61 

Design Council’s Double Diamond methodology  

The Design Council’s Double Diamond methodology was published in 2004, 
five years after the publication of ALPM. It shares a similar form of expansion 
through exploration and contraction through an evaluation which it refers to 
as ‘divergent thinking and convergent thinking’. In the first diamond, 
‘discover’ expands, then ‘define’ contracts the results. In the second 
diamond, ‘develop’ expands, and before ‘delivery’ contracts the final 
outcome. The method is well visualised, its processes are well presented, 
and its operations are well described and communicated. The website states 
that the ‘Design Council’s framework for innovation also includes the key 
principles and design methods that designers and non-designers need to 
take, and the ideal working culture needed, to achieve significant and long-
lasting positive change’. The Design Council’s website claims the Double 
Diamond methodology is ‘intended to aid the development of and delivery of 
design services for ‘complex social, economic, and environmental problems’ 
(Design Council, 2022).  
 
Double Diamonds merits and architectural limitations  

Among the merits of the DD is the emphasis on putting people first, clearly 
visualising the process and encouraging collaboration, all aspects architects 
should be encouraged to pursue. The methodology has been primarily 
designed to deliver products or design services with an increased focus on 
social issues such as ageing. Whereas Double Diamond has two stages of 
exploration and evaluation, ALPM employs four stages to deal with buildings' 
increased scale and complexity while maintaining a common thread through 
the story’s development. The multifaceted character and increased scale of 
buildings result in a complex process over extended periods of design and 
delivery. This suggests that architectural design methodologies merit a 
higher degree of subdivision and more precise actions within an increased 
number of stages. The activities that Double Diamond highlights for the 
evaluation process of each diamond are helpful to the research. However, 
without the separation and the redefinition of the brief to pinpoint where new 
inspiration may be found, there is a danger that problem-solving becomes 
the instigator rather than the lateral shift to the new inspirational territory.  
 
Alexanders pattern language method  

Alexander (1993) offers a human-centred design approach that focuses on 
understanding the patterns produced unconsciously by human activity. As 
Alexander introduces the technique, ‘Each solution is stated in a way that 
gives the essential field of relationships needed to solve the problem, but in a 
very general and abstract way - so that you can solve the problem for 
yourself, in your own way, by adapting it to your references, and the local 
conditions at the place where you are making it’ (Alexander, Ishikawa and 
Silverstein, 1977, p.xiii). Alexander sees great merit in comprehension and 
conscious awareness of these instances as types of spatial words within a 
language. Dubberly (2022) reports, there is a process of divergence and 
convergence, ‘Alexander (1962) and other designers have described the 
analysis as a process of breaking a problem into pieces—of “decomposing” 
it. Synthesis follows as re-ordering the pieces based on dependencies, 
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solving each sub-piece, and finally knitting all the pieces back together— 
“recombining” the pieces’ (Dubberly, 2004, p.22).  
 
The limitations of Alexander's approach to modern practice  

The philosophy that drives critical awareness of psychological meaning 
behind the pattern within the built environment comes as a challenge to 
modernist doctrines. The commendable egalitarian ideals within Alexander’s 
idea promoted a shared process for communities through group action. The 
Alexander methodology reproduces these patterns, but does not employ the 
benefits of modern abstraction and does not offer a system to bring the parts 
together through the reinterpretation as holistic entity. However, it is good to 
recognise the usefulness of the devices used by Alexander, such as the 
valuable distinction between diagrams of requirement, form making, and 
construction. Like the methodologies that suggest the use of ready-made 
types of methods from other architects as a primer for generating ideas, the 
technique of assembling a collage of ready-made types leans towards 
conservative pluralism and eclecticism. The proof of any process is in the 
product; in terms of Alexander’s architectural output, the product is highly 
ordinary, folksy, and mundane. Buildings such as Eishin Campus of 1985 
have neither the refinement and grace of a vernacular nor the 
responsiveness and integrity of a successful modern building. It is good to 
question this methodology's validity if even its author cannot bring it to 
fruition. In wider circulation it seems to be used more as resistance to 
progress and a constraint on creativity than an inspiration to those 
responding to the unique circumstances of the place.   
 
Systems Thinking encourages a holistic approach  

Systems Thinking is a methodology that comes from an alternative 
perspective to architectural design. It takes complex problems and 
comprehends the issues by looking not at the separate parts but through the 
understating of the holistic whole. The relationship of the elements within the 
whole as a series of layers of the same problem suggests that harmony can 
be brought to complex situations by deciphering the cultural context as a 
system and subsystems. Large institutions and governments often use 
system thinking to bring about institutional changes. In this sense, the 
systematic approach of systems thinking can aid the difficult task of 
coordinating the multiply functioning whole of a complex building by focusing 
on understanding the entire entity as ALPM does through the story vehicle.  
  
Design Thinking that supports the freedom of the creative instinct  

Design Thinking is a methodology for dealing with real-world problems that 
are difficult to describe or are unknown. The problem is investigated through 
a design collective's human-centred interaction to explore the environment 
and behaviours. The method suggests five stages; empathise, define, ideate, 
prototype, and test. The process aims to clarify the problem's nature, as 
people's needs are matched to appropriate technology to deliver successful 
design results. Cross (2011) used the term Design Thinking to describe how 
designers provide unique solutions for the client throughout the process. He 
suggested that designers transcend the obvious through design thinking and 
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rise above the prosaic to give clients more than they expected. For example, 
he quotes Denys Lasdun, ‘Our job is to give the client… not what he wants, 
but what he never dreamt of he wanted’ (Cross, 2011, p.8). Cross suggests 
that this is not arrogance but much-needed confidence to believe in design 
capabilities within processes. He confirms, ‘In order to cope with the 
uncertainty of dealing with ill-defined problems, the designer has to have the 
self-confidence to define, redefine and change the problem as given, in the 
light of solutions that emerge in the very process of designing’ (Cross, 2011, 
p.148). In his previous work (Cross, 1984), he commented on the 
developments of design methodologies from 1960 onwards. Cross noted 
how the methodological thinking about design was not intended to replace 
the instinctual and intuitive forces but was introduced to order and support 
the creative process, as is the case in ALPM.  
 
Action Research brings cycles of reflection and action to design  

A systematic approach is put forward by the philosophical methodology of 
Action Research, first introduced as a conceptual approach by Lewin in his 
paper ‘Action research and minority problems’ (1946). The thought 
processes of research and the actions suggested combine in a system to 
actively foreword design. Dynamic reflection and action cycles use 
observations and qualitative data to clarify progress while developing a 
theory for specific action. The social sciences use the method as a critical 
tool to instigate change by interpreting existing conditions. All good design 
processes are interactive; they develop an evolving understanding of the 
design problems through interpretation of context. These cycles are also 
helpful to the operation of ALPM, where the action of design is instigated 
through translation and amended through feedback. Action Research 
encourages reflection on practice methods within individual projects; the 
method alters and adjusts through the participation of the collective team 
until satisfactory results are achieved.  
 
Design Research brings academic discipline to the design process  

Design research in architecture has become a defining force for the different 
strategic design methodologies within the academic discipline that serves 
practice. The common ground with ALPM is that both use the various design 
activities to direct design with multiple tools and techniques according to the 
applied philosophy. Fraser (2013) asks, ‘What is the role of design research 
in the types of insight and knowledge that architects create?’ (Fraser et al., 
2013, p.1). With a collection of contributing authors, he demonstrates how 
Design Research offers a series of alternative trajectories for architecture 
investigation and exploration. Design Research in architecture borrows from 
other more established methodologies, but its primary research character is 
the action of design. ‘The creative aspect becomes the dominant part of the 
investigation, and to achieve that, it has to introduce its own ideas of testing 
and evaluating even in rather lateral or unexpected ways (Fraser et al., 2013, 
p.3). Design Research becomes a positive asset in breaking new ground 
within the academic sphere that feeds into teaching and, inevitably, the world 
of practice.  
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Limitations of Design Research for architects in practice  

Design Research offers investigative methods rather than distinct design 
methodologies; it suggests theories to direct research without specifying the 
exact tools and procedures. It is primarily concerned with the methods for 
research rather than the design methodology for practice. Its context within 
academia associates research with university funding and the drive to 
formulate new knowledge within the Institutions. Fraser understands the 
interface between practice and teaching and points to the need for a critical 
approach, ‘An ongoing dilemma for any architectural practice is how it views 
itself in relation to the context it operates in’ (Fraser et al., 2013, p.218). The 
research behind the design methodology of ALPM seeks to address the 
dilemma of research within practice and the value it brings to the profession 
from inside knowledge of the procedures within practice.  
 
2.4.4 TEACHING  

Designing a design  

If you ask an architect if they were taught a design methodology at university, 
many will answer negatively or not know of a legibly presented clear set of 
procedures. The irony is that this is what architectural education is; teaching 
methods to design buildings. However, the term methodology is not often 
referred to. Within the author’s education, it was introduced within the first 
few weeks of the first year by a tutor. He set students the task of not 
designing a matchbox but designing a method for designing a matchbox. The 
conscious deconstruction and reconstruction of the problem's parameters 
made the rationality of the process more explicit. Many teaching methods 
that aid an architect's early education use examples of projects vastly 
different in the methods that brought them into being. Publications such as 
Ching (1979) help the analytical approach and get the artist's endeavour of 
the architect to the fore. ‘This is the study of the art of architecture. It is a 
morphological study of the essential elements of form and space and those 
principles that control their organisation in our built environment’ (Ching, 
1979, p.6). Ching guides degree students in the functional elemental aspects 
of the composition of a building that serves a typological approach. Ching 
provides a good education for degree students in the elementary functional 
aspects of a building’s composition. Having gained a sound knowledge of 
form finding and the cultural history of architecture, the post-graduate 
students reduce their dependence on history as they learn to assert their 
view of the world. The ambition of the postgraduate is to use architectural 
precedents as an instigator and to become a critical regulator in evaluating 
the forms produced through a creative methodology. Projects generated 
purely by linking copious references miss the opportunity of synthesising 
ideas developed through research into higher concepts to determine new 
perceptions of form.  
 
Personal approach or shared collective methodologies  

Through and beyond postgraduate level, knowledge can become first-hand 
through visiting and studying the work of past masters. Unwin (2009) 
provides more source material of precedents with a different emphasis on 
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how to learn from the exemplar models in Analysing Architecture. While 
Ching acknowledges that his work is concerned with the visual aspect of 
architecture, Unwin addresses symbolic aspects with an emphasis on 
placemaking and focuses on the personal objectives of the building’s creator. 
In the foreword to Design Methods (Jormakka, Schürer and Kuhlmann, 2014) 
Bielefeld suggests, ‘Design is a heterogeneous process -approaches, 
strategies, and methodologies are often influenced by the designers’ own 
experiences and socio-cultural background’. He continues, ‘On the one hand, 
design draws on individual creative power, while on the other hand, it is 
grounded in methodological principles that reflect a variety of basic attitudes 
and processes’ (Jormakka and Kuhlmann and Schürer, 2014, p.7). Through 
examples, elemental deconstruction and phased reconstruction suggest a 
‘how to’ approach that provides individuals with organising principles for the 
constituent parts of a coherent whole. 
 
Towards a collective design methodology  

The publications that offer multiple choice in the design method are honorific 
to the distinction each architect brings to specific examples without fully 
exploring the design methodologies employed. They suggest that the design 
methodology is the individual's personal and unique property. Architects can 
challenge this position by removing the mystique and offering a shared 
collective approach. By improving the legibility and operational framework for 
the individual, ALPM has the potential to bring consciousness to the 
reasoning and responses within a methodological framework for action. By 
shifting the emphasis from individual to collective group creativity, ALPM can 
simultaneously make architecture more inclusive and responsive. The 
instigation of design can move from the production of the artist's ego to focus 
on the environment and cultural response that serves a greater good.  
 
Learning from precedent with the Critical Method 

Wright (2011) puts forward an example of a methodology for teaching within 
the year group system. The theory of Critical Rationalism was founded on 
the model developed by Popper (1959, 1963). The approach supposes a 
linear evolutionary progression where a critical process proves fitness for 
purpose. The scientific method is interpreted as Wright explains, ‘the 
“problem” phase becomes the “project definition”, “tentative theories” 
become “trial solutions”, and “error elimination” becomes “design 
development” (Wright, 2011, p.2). The second stage of the method suggests 
three different theories broken down into 14 alternative routes for generating 
possible design solutions: Typology, Determinism and Abstraction. Wright 
favours the former, ‘Typological design generators draw on the knowledge 
and application of certain pre-existing precedents with reference to a 
particular aspect of the problem’ (Wright, 2011, p.6).  
 
Limitations of the Critical Method  

Within the Critical Method, the idea behind the deterministic route is that 
there is an inevitable solution referenced to knowledge or information gained 
through scientific analysis. The abstraction route is discouraged as Wright 
comments, ‘The potential pitfalls of abstraction are highlighted to his students 
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through the design processes lectures, with the use of metaphor and simile 
being identified as the most commonly misused methods of generating 
design solutions’ (Wright, 2011, p.8). The pursuit of knowledge to increase 
architectural literacy is greatly encouraged by emphasising critical learning 
and self-awareness of precedents. The paper explains that the quest for 
originality is discouraged, ‘Creativity through constraint is the aphorism used 
to encapsulate the pedological principle of fostering creative imagination 
through restriction’ (Wright, 2011, p.8). It also marks the difference between 
the Critical Method and the intention of ALPM. The Critical Method offers 14 
pre-existing alternate routes ‘to design anything’. The idea behind ALPM is 
that it should provide a single systematic methodology to produce hyper-
specific work that should bear appropriate originality through the confluences 
and responses to unique circumstances.     
 
Embedded practices in the culture of teaching 

There is a logic that good designers should be good at teaching design. 
Good students are called upon to become teachers and respectfully pass on 
the kernel of how they were taught. There has been a tendency for inherited 
methodologies to prevail within teaching regimes for many years as they are 
passed from generation to generation with gentle modification to prevailing 
trends. There is a danger in perpetuating outdated ideologies that are not 
fundamentally questioned as to whether they have become instead a system 
of producing necessary grades. The potential hazards of bad teaching 
practices are compounded; the fundamental basis for design action is not 
challenged, and students are not allowed to be the masters of their own 
destiny.     
 
Clear articulation of teaching methodologies   

Design methodology is not necessarily manifest as a diagram or discussed 
as a distinct method that sets out a visible pedagogy for students.  Unless 
new generations of tutors introduce alternative methodologies, developed 
through practice, or learn from other schools, a closed teaching loop can 
separate teaching from the real world. The reality is that teaching within the 
competitive structure of the unit while also practicing is challenging and is 
more feasible for full-time teachers, and schools tend to favour their own 
alumni. In recent years architecture and society have been exposed to 
considerable changes that should be affecting how academics teach. As 
Jones (1973) asserted, ‘Clearly we need multi professional designers and 
planners whose intuitive leaps are informed by knowledge and experience of 
change at all levels from Community Action to component design’ (Jones, 
1973, p.42). By focusing on a clear structure and intention for design 
methodologies, the academic world can learn from the world of practice that 
survives through adaption and response to societal changes. ALPM will put 
forward clearly signposted procedures in response to these constraints and 
hurdles. By encouraging tutors to visualise their teaching practices as a 
toolkit, ALPM can serve as a model for practice.   
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Combined learning through teaching and practice  

The exploratory nature of teaching methodologies allows for creative 
expansion and in-depth research. Methods within practice must compress 
the time scale and share the creative roles within a collaborative team for 
commercial subsistence. Practitioners can learn from the freedom of 
teaching, and teachers should learn from the rigours and speed of practice. 
The aim of developing any methodology should be to combine lessons from 
both. In either case, an ideology and niche interest are insufficient to produce 
a holistic and responsive working method. An evident and apparent structure 
with a stage by stage process of tools and objectives is required. Practice 
needs to take advantage of the creative opportunities inherent in teaching. 
To stifle or halt the creative energy of the successful students arriving in 
practice would miss an opportunity to challenge contemporary practice 
conventions. If methods from education can percolate into practice with all 
the new skills, techniques, and knowledge that academia has afforded the 
recruits, then practice can be invigorated. A successful design methodology 
will embrace the advantage of practice and teaching; this is what the revision 
and amendment of ALPM are setting out to achieve in combining 
professional and academic experience and knowledge.    
 
Encouraging intuition through personal experience   

Individual technical skills and architectural literacy are paramount to 
informing the creative abilities, but within ALPM, they are not the instigators 
of possible solutions. Personal knowledge gained through first-hand 
experience creates a unique culture that feeds the architect’s intuition. It 
encourages designers to think laterally and find new sources of inspiration 
from new territories. This challenges the established teacher’s propensity to 
reference historical examples and established types as the designer's 
starting point for an academic journey. This approach leads inevitably to a 
conservative solution with a high probability of becoming a version of 
something existing. Since the origination of ALPM, the cycles of learning 
from practice have informed teaching and learning from teaching has 
improved the creative processes in of Tonkin Liu. There is potential to 
improve operational performance in each. The ALPM approach encourages 
students and practitioners to think from first principles to see real-world 
issues as both constraints and potential opportunities to embrace reality. 
Through developing a personal design culture based on observation and 
understanding, knowledge builds personal confidence, thus harnessing and 
feeding design intuition.  
 
Combined influences upon the convention of design methodologies  

Decades of experience in practice and teaching have informed the 
investigation and proposals for ALPM to become a responsive, inclusive, and 
holistic methodology. Although the knowledge gained through experience 
brings a personal perspective to the technique, the method proposed does 
not recommend the projection of self. It proposes instead the autonomous 
parallel vehicle of the story. The emphasis is not on production based on 
reference to personal knowledge but on researching the unique 
circumstances of each new project.  
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3.0 CASE STUDY 
 

 

Fig 3.1 Singing Ringing Tree, Stacked spiral plan.  
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3.1 SINGING RINGING TREE 
 

 

Fig 3.2 Singing Ringing Tree at Crown Point © Mike Tonkin 
 
Mid Pennine Arts Burnley    

The invited Panopticon Competition brief called for a sculpture that would 
draw the people of Burnley out of the town and into nature to appreciate the 
natural beauty of the landscape (Fig 3.1). Mid Pennine Arts organised the 
contest with the intention of an all-seeing artwork to put Burnley on the map 
(Fig 3.2). 
 
Tonkin Liu started working on the project in 2005. The competition entry and 
the project execution were delivered through the Asking Looking Playing 
Making methodology as it existed at the time. The project is an example of 
the storytelling method that utilised the placemaking theory behind the ALPM 
procedure to connect people to nature; it demonstrates the link between 
placemaking and innovation. The case study describes how the artwork 
evolved through a process of enquiry, exploration and experimentation 
between the four interrelated design stages of ALPM. The project was 
undertaken before the PhD research commenced and serves as a good 
example of the placemaking from the studio of Tonkin Liu.    
The ALPM framework forms the basis for the further research undertaken by 
this thesis. The new toolkit created will be used to build upon the theory 
behind the design methodology and share the nature-focused storytelling 
technique.  
 
 
 
 

3.2 ASKING  
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Asking to redefine the brief and finds the beginning of the story 

The Asking stage redefined the project brief by exploring the project's 
specific circumstances. The unique characteristics of the place and the 
people at that time were questioned to contextualise the project. Criteria 
were investigated through the perspective of time to examine Burnley's 
cultural history and the artwork's role within the natural landscape. What 
defined the hilltop in the past, the current determining factors, and what could 
be the future of Crown Point? Through collaborative discussion in the studio, 
the design team searched for placemaking clues to find the beginning of a 
story that would lead to the unique place-specific solution that fulfilled the 
brief.  
 
Three different Pennine sites were included in the original competition brief 
for the setting of the artwork. At the first project briefing session with the 
client’s representative, the team questioned the common characteristic of the 
three different sites and what set them apart. The answer was that they were 
all very windy, so the next question asked which was the windiest, and the 
response was definitive, the hilltop of Crown Point overlooking the town of 
Burnley. Through a focus on nature within Asking, the climatic conditions had 
given the first clue. The focus on the wind led naturally to the idea that 
‘sound’ might be the critical sense rather than ‘sight’ suggested by the 
Panopticon brief.  
 
One of the quotes from a previous community engagement quoted a local 
resident, “there’s nothing up there apart from the wind.” This perspective 
confirmed the instinct from the initial briefing. The Asking process 
investigated whether the wind and sound could potentially be a fitting 
beginning for the story. The discussion also meditated on how the invisible 
power of the wind could be made visible. The dialogue explored the 
appropriate language for the hilltop location to amplify the distinctive 
character of the highly exposed place.  
 
Without answering the question, Asking enquired into which type of sculpture 
would draw visitors into the countryside to appreciate the natural landscape 
surrounding the town. The interrogation process speculated on how a 
sculpture might perform in all weather conditions to become an interactive 
element within the landscape. The brief’s ambition to persuade the people to 
leave the town and head into the hills was connected laterally to the story of 
the Piped Piper of Hamlin. In the parable, the Piper took vengeance on the 
village of Hamlin. The team asked whether a musical instrument played by 
the wind's power might draw Burnley's townsfolk benevolently into the hills. 
The first stage concluded with this evolving story of the musical hilltop 
sculpture. Asking fulfilled its role; it redefined the brief with a poetic intent to 
satisfy the pragmatic ambition of the brief.   
 

3.3 LOOKING 
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Looking to find inspiration to illustrate the story  

Through the Looking stage, the process searches for visual clues to illustrate 
the emerging story. The initial exploration had made cultural connections that 
would pick up on different aspects of placemaking to suggest various design 
directions. The research of Looking then went beyond the conventional realm 
of architecture and sculpture, to find new influences for the artwork that 
would instigate a deeper understanding of the unique circumstances. The 
thought process challenged the convention of the public artwork by 
expanding it to bring broader aspects of nature and culture into the creative 
process. The blank sheet approach of Asking was populated with diverse 
sources of inspiration through Looking. The emergent themes inspired the 
form-finding and the constructional techniques in the following Playing and 
Making stages.  
 
The site visit was on a windy, cloudy day that confirmed the extreme 
exposure to the power of the elements. Due to the poor visibility, the site 
video focused closely on the buffeted tubular stems of the marsh grass and 
the energetic wind's noisy crackling soundtrack. The absence of visibility 
challenged the brief's panopticon premise that suggested that the artwork 
should be concerned with a panoramic view of the landscape. This idea was 
counterpoised by the observation of the omnipresent power that gave 
credence to the acoustic territory.  
 
The observation of the wind-blown grass prompted a search for evidence of 
the force of the wind on high ground on a larger scale. The Looking 
processes responded with images from the studio’s photographic collection 
of wind-blown reeds, bushes and trees. The investigation revealed that the 
invisible force of the wind could possibly find an archetype in the twisted form 
of a hilltop tree.  
 
For hilltop hikers, the wind is witnessed at the scale of vegetation upon the 
land. But the wind’s power is more significant than the objects it affects; the 
wind’s story begins at the scale of the planet and is witnessed at the scale of 
the sky. The daily weather forecast shows this grander scale. The televised 
weather map of the whole country in satellite images shows the spiralling 
movement of cold fronts. The Wonders of the World (1912) provided an 
illustration of a cyclone that gave three-dimensional height to the energy 
within the air of weather’s spiral shapes.  
 
Spiral shapes are related to the vibrating energy of air in sound at the human 
scale. Hearing is enhanced through the helical configuration of human ears; 
the rotational form catches sound from all directions. An image of the ear 
was one of the first logical visual associations that marked the design team's 
venture into the idea of sound rather than sight. Through Looking, these 
culturally diverse images were brought forth through memories and 
confirmed by referencing mixed media of personal photographs, publications, 
and television. As the search for clues continued, the breadth of references 
expanded to examples such as the sound mirrors of Dungeness that raised 
the sculptural aspiration for a large sound device.  
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Kite flying’s popularity on the top of windy hills was a testament to the choice 
of the wind as the appropriate element to embrace. Windsocks seen near 
airports visualise and promote cultural awareness of the wind. As transient 
detectors, kites and windsock act as signs, but they would not have 
supported the brief’s call for a robust artwork. At the time of the investigation, 
there was a changing culture around the subject of wind power. The once 
barren landscape of the wind-swept Pennines had seen the arrival of giant 
wind turbines; the question was whether the visual movement of the wind 
was part of the remit. The team needed to give quantum to the wind at the 
competition stages to validate the choice. From research into local climatic 
conditions, the wind-rose from Manchester airport supplied the team with the 
closest publicly available information concerning prevailing wind direction 
and seasonal wind speed.  
 
As hikers, many of the team had heard the wind transformed into musical 
notes by the hollow steel tubes of a field gate. Children learn that blowing 
across the top of a bottle result in a tuneful sound. The team found images of 
arrays of pipes in church organs powered by the wind of bellows; each tube 
plays a different note according to the pipe’s diameter and length. A memory 
of a busker playing the Peruvian pipes recalled the swift movement of the 
lips along a row of various pipe lengths, making a fluid and harmonic sound. 
Other mountain top instruments were also referenced, the Didgeridoo from 
Australia and the Alphorn from Switzerland. The Aeolian harps offered a 
technical solution with vibrating wires that already existed. This known 
example was not seen as pertinent, as the search that was started by the 
tubular marsh grass had the potential to find an entirely new solution for 
wind-powered art. An array of wind instruments was studied, from the simple 
police whistle that was the first to be put on the table during discussions to 
the orchestra's more sophisticated and contorted forms, such as the oboe.  
 
Looking unearthed diverse images on the subject, such as hilltop vegetation, 
weather maps, musical instruments, and sound receivers. These contributed 
to a collection of visual references to instigate the formal exploration of ideas. 
At the end of the Looking stage, the conundrum set by the Asking stage had 
found a multitude of visual clues to inspire the different design directions. 
The task for Playing was to assign the most appropriate form to speak of the 
power of the wind through poetic form while fulfilling the pragmatic 
considerations of the brief. Through an extensive investigation into nature 
and culture, the Looking stage provided many possible directions to illustrate 
the evolving story.   
 
 

3.4 PLAYING  
 
Playing finds form to tell the placemaking story   

Playing seeks to find form inspired by emerging themes from the illustrated 
story. Serval different design directions were explored simultaneously by the 
studio design team through modelmaking. These responded to the ideas 
generated for a sculptural feature within a natural landscape, a wind-
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powered instrument and a form that would suggest the dynamic force of the 
unseen wind. Just as the Asking stage works in tandem with Looking, the 
Playing stage works creatively with Making, particularly for smaller-scale art 
projects where the constructional technique is very much part of telling the 
story. The competition stage submission, however, did not need to solve all 
the issues. The proposal required an attitude towards problem-solving with 
proof of the expertise within the collaborative team.  
 
The poetic intent and the pragmatic needs informed the development of 
design alternatives. Model making was the medium of form-finding; very little 
sketching took place in the generation of formal ideas. The hands-on 
approach is always a far more direct way to bring the invention in form-
finding from the inspiration of Looking. Among other experiments, clay 
models of whistles explored the idea of funnelling the wind with ear-like 
forms. In these early experiments, blown air from powerful hair driers failed 
to make a sound. However, because members had experienced the 
accidental sound made by hollow gates to fields, the team had faith in the 
possibility of achieving some sort of wind-powered instrument. The 
experiments evolved to gain insight into the relationship between the speed 
of the air, the articulation of the flute that splits the wind, and the size of the 
pipe in which the sound resonates. 
 
Cut paper models explored conical forms that would reach upwards like a fir 
tree to catch the wind. Other paper straw models explored the idea of a log 
cabin made of pipes. Childhood models of harvest festival figures made of 
stacked and folded straw informed a spiralling form with inner space (Fig 
3.3). The design alternatives tested a variety of forms of musical instruments 
from spiralling storms, to plant-like forms. The breakthrough came by taping 
a row of coloured pencils to replicate pan pipes and stacking them in a spiral 
arrangement ( Fig 3.4). The pencils had served not as a sketching device but 
as a sculptural medium. The twisting stacking formation suggested that a 
cantilevered structure could take the form of an outstretched layering of pan 
pipes. Through the comparison and evaluation of all of the models made, the 
team decided that this abstract spiral form embodied the spirit of the wind-
blown tree, a wind instrument, and the dynamism of a storm. The combined 
ideas responded to and challenged the brief as it told a placemaking story of 
the wind-swept Crown Point. 
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Fig 3.3 Paper straw model    Fig 3.4 Colour pencil stacked spiral model  
 
The brief had called for a robust and durable sculpture that would stand the 
test of time. It also requested that the artwork be installed on a rough 
moorland site some distance from the road. The team felt that recycled 
scaffold pipes in the form of the colour pencil maquette could produce a 
sculpture that could be prefabricated, transported, and reassembled layer by 
layer. The initial idea was to create an aluminium moulding in a flat disc that 
would hold the pipes in cupped forms. This idea was submitted but later 
needed to be revised as the pipe diameter increased.  
 

 

Fig 3.5 Singing Ringing Tree, Competition presentation © Tonkin Liu 
 
The competition presentation was in the Council Chamber of Burnley town 
hall. The three A3 board submission was presented in a landscape 
arrangement that told the story (Fig 3.5). The presentation started by telling a 
story; A man and a dog walking in the misty hills and making a discovery. 
The dog began to bark and ran towards the top of the hill; the man followed 
and heard the song of the Singing Ringing Tree as it appeared from the 
swirling cloud. The man stayed and listened, he circled the tree and saw the 
beautiful landscape in a new light as the tree played its mysterious tune. He 
returns to tell everyone in Burnley of his discovery. The story travelled from 
mouth to ear, and the townsfolk all came to hear the Singing Ringing Tree 
and see the beautiful landscape.  
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3.5 MAKING  
 
Making builds the story through material and technique    

On winning the competition, design refinement came through collaborative 
work with the engineer, art fabricator, and musician. The challenge was to 
deliver the sculpture within a very tight budget, on a remote site that called 
for the ingenuity of construction techniques to make a wind-powered 
instrument that would have a long lifespan, be highly robust and 
transportable across the moorland site. Details needed to be reassessed, as 
the team had discovered that a larger pipe size was required to make a 
sound with the site's general wind speed of 5mph; the small scaffold pipe 
would have needed a much higher wind speed to function. The engineer also 
stipulated that the sculpture had to be constructed from tubes with a 
classified structural capacity that could be purchased with different wall 
thicknesses for balanced load distribution.    
 

 

Fig 3.6 Wind speed tests, 114 mm pipes produce harmonic sound, London © 
Tonkin Liu. 
 
To solve the problem of making a sound from the pipes, the team asked a 
musician friend who had a pair of bellows to experiment with various holes in 
different-sized pipes. Many experiments with plastic drainpipes taught the 
group that larger pipe sizes were more likely to make a sound at lower wind 
speeds. These results were confirmed by driving around central London with 
the pipe protruding from the window of the author's car. In the first 
experiment that excited the whole team, a 114 mm diameter plastic pipe with 
a 10mm wide flute with chamfered edges made a sound when the cut was 
inclined at 15% on the leeward side of the tube. As the car accelerated, the 
1m long pipe played a near-perfect harmonic series of notes that resembled 
a version of Holst’s The Planets (Fig 3.6). 
 
Upon receiving the design contract, one of the first exercises was 
undertaking public consultation. The council displayed the presentation 
board of all entrants, and the idea of the singing tree proved very popular. 
The client body Mid-Pennine Arts worked with local community groups to 
organise a flag-flying test on the site at Crown Point. The trial concluded that 
the sculpture needed to be higher and closer to the edge of the hill to be 
seen from the town centre. The longer path leading to the site pushed up the 
cost. Still, a donation to cover the increase came from the Sainsbury family, 
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who preferred the revised location of the sculpture because it could be seen 
from the supermarket carpark. An existing brick structure that housed a radio 
transmitter and was considered an eyesore on the skyline was demolished; 
the rubble was used as a plinth to lift the sculpture higher. Local school 
children were engaged by hiring a transit van with a roof rack and repeating 
the driving tests that had found the best pipe size and form of a flute. Arriving 
at the site, the children were delighted to hear the pipes naturally start to sing 
as the wind's fluctuating speed played varying notes. The children were then 
taught how to test the tone from the different pipes with a handheld piano 
tuner (Fig 3.7).  
 

 

Fig 3.7 Consultation with school children testing pipes, Burnley © Tonkin Liu 
 
In tandem with the consultation and refinement of the musical properties, the 
detailed design of the sculpture was advanced in the Making stage through 
collaboration with the fabricator. The entire artwork is based on a single 
straightforward detail (Fig 3.8). Each layer of tubes was welded to a circular 
angle ring above and below. The angle was fabricated from laser-cut rings 
welded to rolled flats. Each layer of circular rings was aligned differently to 
the layer above and below. This allowed the angle rings to be displaced in 
plan, allowing sectionally a stacked spiral form. The spiral began as a larger 
circular base plate; each angle ring shifted position as it rose and contracted 
in diameter to form a narrow ‘waist’. The circular angle rings then expanded 
in size to the largest diameter at the crowning ring. Each angle ring was 
bolded to the corresponding ring above and below by bolts that passed 
through the intersecting angles. In response to the site name, the bolts 
became studs on the series of stacked crowns. The offset of the rings 
spiralled the supporting structure in plan and section. Each pipe layer was 
aligned in a different direction by 15 degrees, and each set of tubes 
cantilevered progressively to give an extended sweeping form. 
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Fig 3.8 Sectional detail, angle rings with welded tubes   
 
The construction system amalgamated material and technique to pursue a 
poetic goal as the Making stage built the story. A concise system created a 
family of parts consisting of angle rings and layers of cantilevered pipes as a 
hierarchical system produces sculptural drama from simple components. The 
system allowed each layer of the sculpture to be galvanised separately; the 
size of the galvanising tank determined the size of the sculpture. The 
individual rings permitted the sculpture to be erected in the art fabricator’s 
studio, disassembled for galvanising and transportation, carried across the 
moor, and reassembled with a JCB digger acting as a crane on site. A low 
loader delivered the Singing Ringing Tree in inverted assembled form; it was 
envisaged that with the speed of the vehicle, the flutes would play their tune 
from their fabrication in London to their assembly on Crown Point.  
 

 

Fig 3.9 Proportional golden ratio, elevation and plan  
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Fig 3.10 Proportional system of the spiral form.  
 
Following the detail and tube size revision, the team returned to Playing to 
revise the form to suit the new criteria and maximise the sculptural form. As 
with many of Tonkin Liu’s projects, the proportion of the sculpture was 
adjusted to the proportional system of the golden section so that the long 
side elevation conformed to the golden ratio, as does the plan (Fig 3.9). The 
golden section was also used to determine the form of the spiral formation in 
three dimensions. The configuration of the two radii that gave the S-form of 
the structural spiral was articulated to work with the golden ratio of 1 to 
1.618. This arrangement corresponded to the classic section of a Greek vase 
with the S-form elevation, but the spiral configuration of rings also ascended 
in height. The proportional ratio of each layer of pipes varies as the 
cantilevers extend with the rising layers (Fig 3.10). The relationship of the 
stacked layers also conformed to the Fibonacci sequence, 8, 13, 21. There 
were 21 layers in total. The narrowest section was positioned at layer 8 with 
13 more layers above. The position of the intersection of the radii at layer 8 
dictated that the form of the spiral also corresponded to the ratio, as did the 
radii, to make the proportional relationships three-dimensional and bring 
classical elegance to the modern sculpture.    
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Fig 3.11 Inverse countersink               Fig 3.12 Bolted layers © Mike Tonkin          
 
A unique tool had to be invented to chamfer the sharp slot needed to cut the 
wind to make the flutes. A toolmaker was employed to fabricate an inverse 
countersinking drill bit, and a jig was used to run it along the slot and cut the 
chamfer of the flute from within the tube (Fig 3.11). The flutes were placed in 
the upper region of the pipes, where the wind was strongest because of the 
height, so the diverse lengths would provide a variety of musical notes. Cost 
constraints dictated that only twenty-five of the tubes would have flutes slots. 
These are located on the windward side of the rotated layers, so the flute is 
perpendicular to the direction of the prevailing wind. As the layers revolved 
around the spiral, the flute's alignment changed, allowing the sculpture to 
play different tunes according to daily or seasonal weather (              Fig 
3.12). The changeable nature of the weather is exaggerated by the 
performance of the Singing Ringing Tree. Using the element of wind and 
amplifying its importance to that of light, the element usually accredited with 
significance by architects came from the story of the specific characteristic of 
the site. With a low steady wind speed, the tree sings harmonically, as the 
wind increases, the volume and quality of the sound change. In a storm, the 
changeable sound is more discordant, and the wind carries the sound across 
the empty moorland to be heard from far away.   
 
 
 
 

3.6 LEGACY  
 
Legacy of the story of Singing Ringing Tree 

The Singing Ringing Tree was formally inaugurated at a large celebratory 
event with an opening speech by Tony Wilson of Factory Records. The 
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town's population has adopted the sculpture affectionally. Many people have 
explained to the author that it is always the place to take visitors to Burnley. 
They also point out that they often are forced to make more than one trip in 
summer if there is not enough wind to make the tree sing. The placemaking 
success of the Singing Ringing Tree has also been proven by its regional 
popularity. The sculpture has brought people interested in music and 
sculpture to visit Burnley and Crown Point from all over the world. The 
production of a wind-powered sound sculpture achieved something beyond 
the scale of existing sound artworks giving the Singing Ringing Tree special 
international recognition and giving the town a new aspect to its cultural 
history. The placemaking strategy that employed the story as a generator 
has become a local and international story.  The archetypal appeal of the 
wind-blown tree sculpture has endured years after its completion. The 
artwork is place-specific and universal at the same time, it grew out of the 
theory behind the ALPM methodology, and the case study has shown how 
the ALPM stages worked towards its creation. The storytelling procedure 
brought into existence a poetic entity that now has a legacy and creates its 
own stories through the experience of its visitors and those who only see or 
hear about it through publications or media. The story on the Tonkin Liu 
website expresses the brief's poetic intent and pragmatic objective.  
 
Singing Ringing Tree 
wind swirls around the tree on the hilltop  
the spiral of stacked pipes starts to sing 
the story passes from ear to mouth to ear 
curious townsfolk are drawn into the hills 
Burnley is reconnected to the nature’s beauty   
 
Successful process and project recognition  

The project has received numerous awards (See Chapter 9.3, Awards List). 
The originality of the musical sculpture has led to many accolades, including 
being selected, as one of two national artworks, by the Independent 
Newspaper to be among the 21 Landmarks of the 21st Century. The 
sculpture has a dedicated Wikipedia page (Singing Ringing Tree, 2022). The 
project has been featured in many of Tonkin Liu’s lectures and serves as a 
case study while teaching the ALPM process. It has been published in 
multiple books and magazines worldwide, and a growing collection of videos 
on YouTube demonstrate the sound with varying degrees of success; the 
most popular video has over 6 million hits (Mid Pennine Arts, 2022). The 
sculpture recently appeared on the new album by heavy metal band 
Thunder, which reached number one on the rock charts, and the cover was 
in the top three 2021 album artworks in Design Week. Tonkin Liu regularly 
receives enquiries from around the world to make new sound sculptures. Its 
success in Lancashire as a piece of placemaking was verified when the 
Ordnance Survey put an image of the Singing Ringing Tree on the cover of 
the map of Burnley, as well as its location marked on the OS map (Fig 3.13). 
The artwork had accomplished another important aspect of the brief, and 
literally put Burnley on the map.    
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Fig 3.13 Ordnance Survey Map 103, Burnley 

By kind permission of the Ordnance Survey   
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4.0 ASKING 
 

 

Fig 4.1 Asking diagram  
 

4.1 ASKING QUESTIONS  
 
The Asking stage begins the creative investigation  

Asking begins the story of building something entirely new in response to 
unique circumstances of the overlapping influence of nature, people, and 
place (Fig 4.1). These three pillars define placemaking; they will be different 
in every new project, so using the ALPM method will make the result different 
every time. Asking to disassemble and reassembles the client’s brief by 
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understanding it through an investigation of the pillars, redefining the brief to 
give the client something beyond their everyday needs (Cross, 2011). The 
Asking stage liberates the project’s subject matter from the preconceived 
notion of what it should be by being brave enough to question what it has the 
potential to become. ALPM uses this rational framework to take architects to 
first principles, to bring innovation to placemaking. The aim is to begin a story 
that will bring about creative work appropriate both to this time's pertinent 
and pressing issues and the particular place. The Asking stage creates a 
simple framework that demystifies the complex creative process while 
bringing it procedural hierarchy and order. 
 
Asking diagram redefining the design brief    

The Asking stage begins with the client brief and examines it within a cultural 
context. The ALPM storytelling method starts with subdividing the subject 
matter into the pillars of particularity, nature, people, and place. These are 
investigated by questioning their changing characteristics through the 
perspective of time; it was, it is, it could be. The outcome of these 
discussions produces a quarry of ideas and values. The evaluation tools 
search for emerging threads and themes to create a riddle. This is not an 
answer; it is an open-ended, targeted question that will instigate the search 
for inspiration in the Looking stage, as a guide on a journey into the unknown 
to find invention. 
 
Disassembling expectations to rebuild understanding   

Understanding things from first principles through first-hand experience, 
architects start to use knowledge as a commodity that can be modified. 
Architectural practices operate in a pragmatic world and deals with problems 
for which clients expect practical solutions. Therefore, as pragmatists, 
architects can ask the fundamental questions that reflect the four stages of 
ALPM: Asking; what is it? Looking; what does it do? Playing; how does it 
work? Making; how can I make it? To chase innovation, the big question in 
Asking is to understand the matter fundamentally, embrace the subject’s 
disassembled expectations and question how things could be done 
differently. Conventional architectural knowledge needs to be challenged to 
give creative freedom to the process of ALPM.  
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4.2 STORYTELLING  

 

Fig 4.2 Solar Gate Hull, 2017  
 
4.2.1 THE STORY OF THE ASKING STAGE 

Story as a vehicle for invention  

The story is a medium and a device. As a medium, the story provides the 
means of translating the rational into the poetic. As a device, the story is a 
procedural mechanism whose purpose is to adapt the conventional design 
process into one that prioritises the poetic intent. It engages the whole 
collaborative team in an imaginative unfolding adventure. This journey’s final 
destination and the story’s final form will not be determined until the end of 
the process is reached.  
 
Storytelling as the instigator of architecture is an open and fluid process. The 
concluding act of the Asking process is to assert a new beginning in the form 
of a riddle; translation of the intention into the abstract entity is the creative 
product of the Asking investigation. It sets an assertive and provocative 
trajectory with correlating values to give order to the whole ALPM process.  
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This redefinition of the initial brief is directed by finding a story that uses 
specific aspects of the project’s subject matter. Stories can take many forms 
as a creative tool - they can grow out of simple observations and evolve 
through inspirational conversations to deliver the ambition of envisaging a 
subject differently. The story is not definitive; it is a flexible, subtle medium to 
be tested by the following stages: it is revised as obstacles and 
contradictions are encountered and new insights are gained. The abstract 
nature of the story encourages the objective to be viewed with a poetic sense 
that moves beyond the prosaic on a journey into the unknown. In this way, 
the story is a vehicle that guides designers towards innovation. 
 
4.2.2 STORY AS A MEDIUM 

Translating ideas through an abstract medium  

People use spoken words to conjure stories. In their imagination, words 
convey images, and images strung together become a device to transfer one 
person’s ideas to another person’s imagination. The story must relate to 
something the receiver can recall to describe a world that does not yet exist 
but can be imagined. For the story to be understood, words need to make 
legible references that are put together in such a way as to create a new 
point of reference or a unique combination of images.  
 
New ideas need to be triggered beyond existing knowledge and images 
already understood for progress in the design world. In this way, the story will 
allow architects to plant the seeds of new ideas or new ways of perceiving 
something through transforming ideas from reality into another possible form 
of existence. The story is the kernel from which the project grows. An artwork 
for Hull in the year that it was the UK City of Culture used the theme of time 
to tell a story of people and past events while raising awareness of the 
present through solar alignment (Fig 4.2).   
 
In ALPM, the story becomes more than a device of communication of a 
particular event or encounter; it becomes the framework of inquiry and a tool 
of control for the creative endeavour (Yorke, 2013). The phases provide the 
order for the contextual investigation to develop into a built story in material 
form. 
 
A good story communicates a clear objective that a broad audience can 
understand. Well-organised information delivered in an unfolding sequence 
helps give hierarchy to the importance of the content and makes each part 
legible within the whole. The story can also provide new knowledge as an 
educational tool, imparting the information and the interest to learn and retain 
exciting and unique content. It can become a creative instigator, driving the 
design process as a design methodology (Cross, 2011). 
 
Stories and archetypes set the cultural context   

Archetypes within stories allow the complex subject matter to be simply 
conveyed. The formation of the story through archetypes gives the creative 
outcome the benefit of a broad audience. Well-known places and people 
become synonymous with the ideas or values that the archetypes represent. 
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The archetypes become universal transmitters of meaning, utopian or 
dystopian, ancient or modern. A story can put archetypal people into an 
archetypal natural context to set the scene with a universal language (Jung, 
1990). Architects can use archetypes to convey overarching intent and set a 
larger cultural context for the work.   
 
4.2.3 STORYTELLING DEVICES  

Storytelling devices that aid the design process  

Many of a story’s devices can be utilised by storytelling architects. Delivering 
a functional building takes on a more complex role relying on the imagination 
to adapt the simple purpose into something more significant. The story goes 
beyond the pragmatic agenda to give the project a poetic intent. The poet's 
tools can be used in several ways to help this process of abstraction. A 
particular lone facet allows the poet to repackage the familiar with a new 
magnified singularity (Calvino, 2013). Whether through the poet’s preference 
for distillation or repetition, the pursuit of distinctiveness is an essential facet 
of the poet’s repertoire. It allows purifying a subject through emphasis before 
the process returns it in an entirely refreshing and new form. The relationship 
between familiar topics can also be reinforced or defused. Distillation 
involves focus and simplification in conjunction with a minimalist expression 
in delivery.   
 
Transformation to a parallel formation  

To begin the story, architects can take on the poet's role, giving life to 
inanimate objects, removing the drudgery of reality, and offering these a 
chance to become a character in a story. Metaphors can be used as a 
vehicle to chase the meaning of a project in a manner that can have a 
tangential meaning (Yorke, 2013). Similes can be used to find parallels that 
share common characteristics but belong to a different field—this method of 
abstraction aids reinterpretation. By externalising themselves from the 
context, the poet can see in the round as they circumnavigate a subject 
before they pinpoint and focus their attention on the fine empirical detail. 
Finding the poetic thrust of the story requires architects to balance the 
honing of one specific aspect while keeping a distant holistic view. 
 
Collective words yield autonomy for the story  

Communal storytelling has existed since the emergence of language and the 
need to agree on common action. The relationship between ideas and 
dialogue is harnessed through the ancient format of the story. This way, 
there is shared testing and assimilation of concepts in a non-hierarchical, 
creative forum. As the discussion starts to take shape, it is not the property of 
one person but a combined act of the group that will remain an autonomous 
entity as it proceeds through the stages of ALPM. The story that grows out of 
the spontaneity of the collective belongs to no one; the story has its own life.  
 
Cycles within stories that structure the design process   

ALPM is broken down into four chapters that each originate their own story, 
then collectively deliver the whole process to tell the story. Being an architect 
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is about envisioning the future, and each project is an opportunity to bring 
about progress by making a better model than already exists. Architects can 
learn from the past and the present circumstances to project forward with the 
creative intent to formulate a specific solution that is entirely new. The new 
creation will lead to a unique experience and become a new story the 
building users might tell in the future. The realm of the imagination is open to 
the language of words that conjure images, strung together in a sequence 
through time to transfer ideas from one period to another (Strenski, 1987). 
Stories put subjects in relationship to each other, people to nature, people to 
people and people to place, all within the context of time. 
 
Naming the beast guides the story’s journey  

The format of the story comes in many guises, but it will always need the 
simple device of a title to clarify its poetic intention. A title hints at the content 
before the story unfolds, but a good title can also instigate a good story 
(Booker, 2007). The title is a signpost, an origination device that tells where 
the story will go. The title can also suggest a thematic destination or purpose 
before the story begins. In this way, the title can be the story's beginning. 
Logic is needed to gather the responses into the commodity of the themes 
that can be recognised and point towards one of many possible titles for the 
story. Multiple strands of ideas are embedded in the emerging themes, and 
each can be given distinctive names. It is difficult to chase what cannot be 
seen and can only be partly sensed; architects need to quantify their pursuit 
to take up a creative thread. When a theme has been given a name, it can 
be chased. 
 
Creative combinations fuse to begin the story 

Formatting words to convey new meaning brings the art of wordplay into the 
process of Asking. Pairs of words provide a duality of meanings that can 
either be compounded to reinforce each other or deliberately contradictory. 
The compounded coupling increase intensity and emotional resonance to 
bring an emphatic directive. The contradictions give the duality a conflict that 
must be resolved to provide the storyteller with a far more potent device. The 
collected words represent ideas and values, narrowed down by extensive 
questioning. These juxtapositions then become a mechanism to detonate 
creative impulses. Underneath these provocative titles, families of words 
from the quarry describe a territory, within which sentences frame an 
argument and direct actions form paragraphs that bring ideas together as 
new concepts. A story can be built upon a single emotive word, the word 
“fear” sets a whole scene in itself, but it is just an emotion, not a story. By 
adding a second word, an idea can be framed and compounded to raise the 
curiosity and begin a story; for example, the pairing “irresistible fear” begins a 
narrative duality. 
 
The riddle is a provocation to the creative process  

A riddle opens a subject and removes the limit of the story by suggesting a 
disguised meaning (Frye, 1973). A parable as a literary device defines a 
moral or spiritual objective. An allegory paints a picture to indicate a hidden 
socio-political motive that speaks of a broader cultural context. A riddle does 
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not preclude any of these drives, and it may well contain them all in its ability 
to simultaneously be a story and a series of questions. In the Asking 
process, the riddle is an accumulation of things the team would like to carry 
forward but does not yet grasp their ultimate value. The unravelling of the 
riddle encourages ingenuity to find hidden architectural potential. Riddles 
assemble cross-fertilised threads of information from the three pillars, nature, 
people, and place, creating a compilation of multiple influences in the form of 
a puzzle. The riddle encourages the pursuit of a design quest that, at its 
core, asks for a mystery to be solved. By posing the problem as a mythical 
riddle, the storytelling process gives expansive freedom to open questioning 
to find clues on a journey towards new knowledge. The riddle is the priming 
mechanism for the subsequent investigation to make projects highly specific 
and unexpected.  
 

4.3 COLLABORATION IN ASKING  
 
4.3.1 THE COLLABORATIVE TEAM  

At the beginning of the collaboration   

In Asking, the collaboration centres around the client that instigated the 
project and the design team within the studio. In projects with a public 
interface, the end users and those with local expertise are included. The 
collective of the design studio is the driving force behind the collaborative 
venture, even when a specialist has been brought in for public consultation. 
The communal act of Asking is just the beginning of a process involving a 
vast array of inputs from a wide field of contributors who will help shape the 
outcome. All participants ruminate on pillars as individuals within the 
collaborative team, each a potential sounding board and contributor to the 
creative fervour. An idea can be reflected, tested, and consolidated within the 
creative forum through open debate, as was the case with the discussions 
that raised the idea of a market as an orchard (Fig 4.3). As interesting 
perceptions are echoed, the merits of the collaboration allow many voices to 
speak as one (Groat and Wang, 2002). Through ALPM, storytelling can 
become a spontaneous collective event.  
 

 

Fig 4.3 Orchard as a market. Kingston Ancient Market 2016 © Mike Tonkin 
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The spirit of cooperation in a coordinated effort   

ALPM is a collective method that begins with many questions and ends with 
a single edifice; through storytelling, this can become a built representation 
of the story of this particular time. As students, architects are taught to 
question their objectives and motives and to develop a personal philosophy 
that will guide a professional career. But when students enter the world of 
architectural practice, they learn that the mode of operation is not a single 
soul-searching activity but a broader and rounder cultural mode of 
cooperation. It becomes less about individual pondering and more about a 
universal understanding through meaningful consensus. To succeed, 
architects must work well with others, using a host of practical and 
intellectual skills through social cooperation that will yield all the advantages 
of the collective over the will of the individual. The spirit of an individual is 
hugely important, but to innovate, Asking needs the synergy of many 
individual spirits elevated as a collective.  
 
Group introspection that raises the debate  

In any subject investigation, the broader the questioning, the more likely it is 
to uncover the unexpected. It is unhealthy for everyone to be too similar in a 
collaborative or team environment. Although the difference may sometimes 
cause conflict, the friction can create a creative spark. Uniformity of opinion 
is not helpful in a creative environment, where matters of opinion or 
constraints like taste can stifle the drive for the new. Taste is the enemy of 
invention, as it purports to know already what is best. To question matters in 
a group environment, the process needs collaborators willing to learn from 
the dynamic of the group’s interventions and engage with alternative 
perspectives. The advantage of collective perception is the testimony of 
individuals through their encounters, allowing the debate a breadth of 
viewpoints that will yield creative inertia. Through the balance of personal 
introspection and the extroverted group dynamic, the discussion prompted by 
the pillars can become culturally expansive. The goal is to raise the debate of 
the cultural context, including socio-political and environmental concerns, to 
the level of a philosophical enquiry 
The controlled process that challenges boundaries  

The convened discussion should be hosted in such a way as to provide a 
gentle system of control and a relaxed atmosphere for an environment of 
spontaneity, keeping the debate wide open and inclusive. The process needs 
to observe a few touchstones to penetrate the subject. As the tools of 
investigation progress, the trap of moving towards conventional recognised 
solutions must be avoided. Setting the right scene for discussion is to create 
a problem-solving environment that is not transfixed on the answer but 
allows the problem to be abstracted into a new form, allowing the opportunity 
to find an alternative solution. The most important rule is to venture beyond 
the obvious and envisage the unknown; the destination should never be 
predetermined at the outset of the creative journey.  
 
In the Asking stage, the pillars are questioned because nobody knows the 
answer at the outset. Rather than proving what is known, the process should 
explore what is not known. The group contemplation may yield an 
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illuminating collective understanding or a single blinding insight, uncovering 
and exposing something fundamental for the project. Without possessing a 
fixed opinion, Asking can provide the freedom to penetrate a subject matter 
with curiosity and the desire to discover as the team chases the essence of 
the project. 
 
4.3.2 CLIENT COLLABORATION 

Client collaboration and the clear communication  

The client can take many forms. The basis of investigation through the pillars 
can remain the same, but the framework for collaboration changes. The 
client can be an individual, a community, a company, or a society within a 
country. The architect's engagement changes with the client's character, 
from the direct commission with a simple list of needs to a multifaceted 
competition process leading to the delivery of a large complex project. The 
toolkit must be rational and allow clients to see that their needs have been 
responded to within a broadened cultural perspective. 
 
Client diversity and the relevant forms of interaction    

No matter the type of client or the commission format, the aim is to use the 
ALPM process to gain greater insight into the fundamental aspiration of the 
project. The Asking process aims to add another dimension to the briefing 
process and to retarget the client’s aspirations, aligning towards placemaking 
to make a local contribution to the built environment. This will be done 
through different forms of communication for various scales of projects. In 
each case, the storytelling technique has the potential to capture the client’s 
imagination by Asking more significant questions. 
 
Client as a catalyst to the responsive exploratory process  

A good collaboration begins with mutual curiosity. Asking gives both sides of 
the project team a format to gain new insights and transform ideas into new 
realities. The more relaxed the client is, the more likely are to tell the group 
something revealing and fundamental about themselves. This helps to 
prioritise their needs and meet their desires. Without putting clients on the 
psychoanalyst’s couch, architects cannot understand how they feel and what 
motivates them to build. Small snippets of valuable information can often 
become the catalyst for further investigation. The clues to the story rarely 
come from the client’s list of needs. The design team will learn more from the 
description of the client's existing rituals of their life. From these, the 
designers can ascertain values that are more important than knowledge of 
their existing preferences.   
 
4.3.3 STUDIO COLLABORATION 

The free expression emerging from a meandering route  

The personal opinions and emotions of the design team are shared 
experiences that help break down issues into fundamentals. The diversity of 
views and the debate's fluidity helps bring about happenstance. The 
discussions can converge on a theme that has a universal resonance with 
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the team. Through the open and meandering nature of the conversation, the 
collective may, at times, get lost. This is to be expected; nothing can be 
found without being lost. Strands of thought, however random, may hold 
potential for redefinition; these need to be given a meaningful focus through 
the rigour of a developing argument. The mystery of creation must be 
embraced by allowing a free flow of questioning and intuitive response, 
enabling the team to feel free to discuss anything the conversation triggers.  
 
Encouraging eccentricity in placemaking   

Rational analysis is encouraged through the field of enquiry set by structured 
questioning of the pillars. The Asking process encourages the collective 
participants to expand laterally beyond the known horizons. Random 
thoughts triggered by memories evoked through the conversation have equal 
or more significant creative potential than conventional cognitive trajectories. 
Wondering minds that flip things upside down with intellectual summersaults 
can bring eccentricity to the discussion and often lead to fertile ground. As in 
the game of word disassociation, eccentricity must be encouraged, as it 
instils lateral options that move beyond ready-made associations. Collective 
discussions help individuals stretch understanding as the free-thinking of 
others opens possibilities by probing unconventional positions.  
 
Charting the course of the creative journey  

The conclusion of the asking workshop brings together all the different 
threads arising from the dissection and diagnosis of the issues within the 
client’s brief. The practical matters are transformed into poetic aspiration by 
setting the line of the riddle. The beauty of not knowing the answer but 
asking the right questions sets the tone for the team’s exploration of Looking. 
Having been through the alignment process to the pillars of placemaking, the 
project particulars are the words of Asking whose next role is to be the 
provocateurs of Looking. The collective insights of the interrogation will have 
started to take on board hybrid characteristics with influences combined in 
the riddle to chart the creative journey ahead for the collaborative team.  
 

4.4 SCOPE 
 
4.4.1 REASONS  

Brief redefined as poetic and pragmatic intent  

Most architectural briefs are little more than a list of aspirations and needs; 
they tend to be functionalist and objective driven. Most briefs do not contain 
a cultural commentary that would help put them into perspective; architects 
should assess the brief concerning a broader cultural understanding as a 
tabula rasa. They must start with no preconceptions, a blank sheet. The brief 
needs to be dismantled as aspirations and needs are prioritised and values 
decerned. To see the brief in a new light is the key objective of the Asking 
stage; architects will find new solutions through a new understanding. The 
aim is to reconstruct the brief to give it a new beginning with an assertive and 
provocative intent. The process of Asking reassesses the fundamentals of 
the project’s basis. This can be seen as a critique of that which is ignored by 



 93 

the normative design process (RIBA Plan of Work, 2022).  The architectural 
profession often accepts briefs at face value to efficiently deliver design 
services.  
 
The myth of our age questioned in search of the truth  

The Asking stage contextualises the client's brief and finds a broad set of 
influences that will guide and inspire the design process. Architects have an 
obligation to question everything, including the perceived truth of our time. 
History has revealed that the perceived truth is a myth (Campbell, 2008). 
People should assume nothing and take nothing for granted; everything 
should be questioned. Society is in constant flux; convention's authority 
should be distrusted. This is the basis of progress. In the creative 
professions, architects must reject the status quo and strive to make the 
world anew, a world that is in tune with an understanding of the actual needs 
of the time.  
 
Challenging convention through instinct and intuition  

In Asking, the design team needs to avoid the restriction of convention, to 
allow instinct to challenge perceived knowledge. The benefit of this empirical 
approach is considering matters through intellect and emotion. By over-
prioritising existing knowledge, architects tend to conform to a recognised 
position. Yet experience gives individuals the criteria for a broadened 
perspective if the process allows time for reconsideration. Personal 
experiences of physical reality feed intuition. This first-hand knowledge is 
precious and should be valued against second-hand opinions that are 
embedded in the knowledge of others. In this sense, it’s more authentic than 
anything individuals have been told; emotion is intermixed with intellect. This 
empirical basis brings a fresh perspective to the Asking process. The 
redefinition of any problem benefits from discussions that allow feelings to 
access the subconscious wisdom of the collective. Inner sensing opens 
conventional issues in a way that will enable architects to be more inventive 
without conforming to what something is; architects are free to question what 
it could be.  
 
In the Asking process, the design team’s experience is called upon through 
open discussion. The collective memories and knowledge become the 
collateral of the debate. Everyone carries cultural baggage that is often 
viewed as a liability, but in the Asking process, it becomes an asset. 
Although they might not be familiar with the specific place or purpose of the 
building, designers often have memories and experiences that will connect 
them to the subject and bring valuable insights of intuition to the debate.   
 
4.4.2 MEDIUMS 

Words as tools in the spontaneous creative act   

Asking is confined to words that focus the discussion without being distracted 
by other media. There are no drawings, no maps, no reports, no bringing up 
of reference images, and no past examples. The purity of words expresses 
imagination and portrays opinions and ideas in a fluid and fast format. In the 
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Asking stage, words are superior to any other form of expression and allow 
the collective exploration to be fast in its evolving direction. Quicker and 
more accessible to combine than drawings or any form of mark-making, 
words are the perfect tool for developing and transferring ideas. Words' 
freedom allows finding new connections by moving laterally, over and 
through subjects already known, to combine and make new associations by 
simply joining disparate words.   
 
Words as swift and effective creative communication   

Words are fast, an extension of the mechanism of producing sounds to 
protect individuals from the harsh world. The speed of speech is still slower 
than the speed of the mind; as such, words become a medium to portray the 
subconscious before the conscious mind can intervene. Words reveal the 
unfolding thoughts of those being discussed, a fast verbal representation of 
the interactive thought processes. Words are an intuitive tool with which to 
communicate and explore simultaneously. The spoken word is the perfect 
interactive tool to chase ideas while exploring and inverting them. It also 
makes words the ideal tool for a collective discussion within the rigours and 
time constraints of private practice. A few hours of a workshop on the 
architectural projects' overall perspective are a negligible investment (Jones, 
1973). A small, concentrated, creative effort can mean the difference 
between convention and innovation.   
 
Targeting communication by understanding the audience  

Advertisers understand their markets as archetypes and convey messages 
that will resonate by understanding the value systems of their target 
audience. Through allusion, the aspirations of the seller are portrayed to the 
buyers as brands with which they can identify. In advertising, creatives use 
social and conventional media to spread ideas and build relationships 
through cultural dissemination using words as targeted weapons. In the 
same way, architects should understand the target audience's aspirations 
and desires, whether a client or a user. Shaping identity is part of the cultural 
role of the architect, but it’s rarely quantified as a service. It becomes part of 
a broader discussion about iconography and meaning.      
 
Words documented to chart the creative journey  

Throughout the exploration process, the ideas, values and themes raised by 
the debate are often spurious, as would be expected when searching for 
something that has not been fully defined. The process needs a scribe to 
record the verbal flow and to give order to the investigation. The list can then 
be remade by grouping ideas and themes with corresponding values. 
Scribing the collective comments and observations provides order to the 
presentation and allows creative threads to be captured that might otherwise 
disappear. By grouping the words as visual data, the course of the 
discussion is mapped, bringing logic to the proceedings. Each team member 
should document the conversation in parallel because people tend to hear 
what is important to them. For each person, the words will start to form 
patterns in different ways to express their voice. Multiple voices are 
reconciled in the final collection of words, and the assembly of words 
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become a poetic device in its own right. The ideas held in these words are 
signs that mark the path of the creative journey.  
 
4.4.3 METHODS  

Expansion and contraction of the exploratory processes 

Asking is an expansive, exploratory process that uses tools to incite 
questioning. The toolkit uses division and subdivision of the pillars of 
placemaking to question each facet of the subject matter in the context of 
changing cultural perceptions over time. The three pillars are divided into 
four aspects, and each relevant subject is investigated by a cultural 
understanding of the past, present, and future (Fig 4.1). This expansive 
exploration through a process that raises multiple questions produces a 
quarry of words as an outcome. The outcome within the quarry of ideas is 
then contracted through an evaluation process. The collective discussion 
highlights value systems in the emerging themes. The poetic intent and 
pragmatic agenda produce the riddle through a critical selection of word 
combinations. 
Hierarchy of the pillars: nature, people, and place  

The constituent parts of a classic story provide the method of investigation of 
Asking. These investigations are organised by examining three pillars that 
establish a foundation for placemaking: nature, people, and place. Nature 
offers the mythical natural setting of the story; people identify the special 
characters, and place sets the architectural scene. A story might begin on a 
dark stormy night; the prince met the pauper in the timber shack at the 
crossroads. As specific subjects, nature, people, and place define the initial 
investigation of ALPM, setting the distinctive character by establishing the 
particularities for placemaking. ALPM refers to these storytelling tools that 
pursue unique characterisation as the pillars of particularity. Each project has 
them, and focusing on and responding to their distinction sets the course of 
the design journey. 
 
The pillars of particularity are organised as a hierarchy, with nature 
investigated first. Nature raises awareness of the pressing issues of the 
planet's future and presents the chance to engender a reconnection to the 
natural world concerning a specific situation. People come second, as 
architecture has at its root social relationships. Discussion around the subject 
of people focuses the debate on the particular human needs and the 
psychological understanding of the project objectives. Place comes last after 
environmental issues of nature and social issues of people. Investigations 
within the place pillar focus the debate on a duality between physical and 
cultural aspects of a location and a type. Placemaking becomes the 
embodiment of all three pillars within an understanding of the values of our 
time. 
 
The perspective of time that contextualises the project 

In each subdivision of the pillar, the final investigation is questioned from the 
perspective of time. This is a contextual interrogation of the past, present, 
and future potential within the specific subject. The technique yields a 
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perspective of cultural history, an assessment of current conditions and a 
projection of what the future might hold as a meaningful response to what the 
project ‘wants to be’. This is undertaken through questioning each pillar: what 
it was, what it is, and what it could be? (Tyng, 1984). Through this 
interrogation of cultural heritage, the process opens up future possibilities 
that develop from a reassessment of the past and present. 
 
For the nature pillar, the process questions the relationship with the natural 
world to find an ethos. For the people pillar, the motivation of those engaged 
with the project can be understood to ascertain the values and desires. For 
the place pillar, the context changes over time and gives a series of 
projections that can be described as ideals. Together the ethos, values, 
desires, and ideals form a framework of aspiration that can be used to 
assess the production of the riddle and elevate the design process as it 
proceeds  
The tools of creative exploration  

The exploration of Asking begins with the investigation of nature. It is 
followed by examining people and place to provide a holistic and balanced 
overview of the cultural history that underpins placemaking. Following a 
summary of each pillar, the toolkit offers a description of each subdivision to 
explain the properties and benefits of the exploration tools.   
 

4.5 NATURE  
 
4.5.1 EXPLORATION OF THE NATURE PILLAR 

Nature as the first investigation of the storytelling process  

Nature is the universal connection between humankind, as people inherit 
their sensory perception through their evolving relationship with the natural 
world. ALPM (Tonkin, 1999) introduced the ‘creed’ as a belief system with 
the subdivision of glow, grow, flow, and float. This thesis takes a different 
perspective to fulfil Tonkin Liu’s stated practice aim to bring people closer to 
nature. This is achieved through the subdivision of setting of nature, framing 
nature, symbols of nature, and Biomimicry that learns and uses lessons of 
nature’s construction and ecological systems. Nature exploration directs the 
questioning toward the fundamental existence of humankind within the 
context of the natural world and the natural aspects of the particular site.  
 
The primal route to a more responsive design methodology  

The exploration stage interrogates alternative routes to reconnection with 
nature through the perspective of environmental and cultural history. 
Extending back in time and questioning the early relationships to nature, the 
discussions return to humankind’s origins in a time before the link with nature 
was broken by modern society (Tanizaki, 1977). Here is where the 
opportunity arises to investigate everything from a primal human position. 
Designers examine the ancient, contemporary, and future human 
relationship with nature to encourage insightful observations of the changing 
connections between humans and the natural world. The spectrum of the 
encounters between humans and nature ranges from the detail of everyday 
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experience to the broad universal recognition of nature’s mythical heritage. 
By introducing the topic of nature to commence the exploration process of 
Asking, the priority of the awareness of nature is heightened, so it becomes 
an intrinsic part of placemaking. As a pillar of particularity, nature brings an 
individual’s relationship with the natural world to the fore. Hierarchical 
importance is given to nature as the relevant issue of our age to set an 
ethical guide for a more responsive and responsible architectural 
methodology. 
 
Ecological era as a motivation for change in the information age 

In human terms, society has moved beyond the industrial age to the 
information age. In geological terms, it is moving from the long stable era of 
the Holocene to the problematic era of the Anthropocene. In the 
Anthropocene, humankind’s influence over nature has had a detrimental 
effect on the quality of the environment and has brought about climate 
change. The industrial past and reliance on the energy resource of fossil 
fuels have given humankind the legacy of a polluted and warming planet. A 
new morality in many sectors of society is bringing about an understanding of 
how modern culture has harmed nature.  
 
In this exploration, the goal is to refocus and realign to rebuild the ecological 
ethos. Seeing humanity as part of nature will demand a cultural reset for 
western civilisations. Society’s philosophical stance must shift from being in 
combat with nature to working in harmony with it. People need to nurture the 
intellectual desire to build a better relationship with nature as they learn to 
respect it. Awareness of the changing climate is paramount for a change in 
outlook and behaviour.  
 
Connecting to nature as a common theme of the practice work  

Despite the wonders of hundreds of millions of years of evolutionary design, 
nature gets little recognition as an inspiration bank by much of the 
architectural profession. The history of architecture has an ongoing 
relationship with technology, and often technology becomes the driving force 
behind architecture. Technology is not a source, but a tool, and nature 
provides a far more relevant source in an architect’s overall ambition for 
change and innovation.  
 
4.5.2 SETTING OF NATURE  

Native place as a return to a mythical beginning of place  

The setting is shaped by nature and then reshaped by human action. 
Nature’s action forms the raw place, the geology, and interaction with the 
elements upon the land creates the habitat that leads to biodiversity. All 
these actions shape the character of a setting before humankind has a hand 
in transforming its essential nature. By pursuing the natural original state of 
an environment, architects can go back to the beginning of mythical time to 
prioritise and balance the importance of any physical manifestation that man 
has made upon the land (Norberg-Schulz, 1980). More importantly, 
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architects can imagine the natural setting as an untainted virgin site where 
natural characteristics are the most valued. 
 
The story of nature begins by finding a distinction  

In ALPM, the story is set in response to considering the site's natural 
attributes. The setting of nature begins the story of placemaking as it 
positions a building within a precise set of natural conditions. These physical 
conditions determine the relationship of the building to the site and suggest 
the connection to nature that may be the most pertinent in placemaking 
terms. The discussion helps uncover the aspect of nature that distinguishes 
the site from other places by deciphering its unique characteristics. This 
might be omnipresent or a natural attribute that is missing. For example, 
through direct questioning with the Singing Ringing Tree client, it was 
ascertained that the hilltop’s most vital defining characteristic was its windy 
nature (see case study chapter 3). The sound of the wind was more 
important than sight for entry to the panopticon competition. Two further 
examples show how the discussion of setting can give clues to begin the 
placemaking story. The Rain Bow Gate project focused on the fact that 
Burnley has the highest rainfall of any English city. In the past, this helped it 
become one of the earliest and most successful water-powered weaving 
cities with the greatest number of active bobbins. The setting in the rainy city 
led to the idea of a rain drum and rainbows, informing the story and, 
eventually, the design [Rain Bow Gate, 2012]. 
 
A rooftop extension in Shoreditch is an example of the aspect of nature that 
was missing from the setting. The client pointed out that there was no 
greenery in sight from the rooftop. This observation led to the idea of a 
growing house becoming a green beacon on the skyline and a metaphor for 
the young family of six. The idea was that it would restore to the clients a 
previously missing connection to nature [Growing House, 2006].    
 
The poetic and pragmatic attributes of the setting in nature  

The exploration of the setting to start the process of developing a strong 
connection to nature does not preclude all other site analyses; it simply 
searches for the poetic alongside the investigation of the pragmatic. An 
architect’s conventional site analysis would deal with orientation and aspect, 
to understand how the building would respond to exposure, shelter, and 
approach. The lie of the land within the site topography and the geology that 
makes up the ground would always hold clues to early design responses. 
Knowing the local climate will inform which elements strongly affect the site's 
character. Flora and fauna, tree cover and a general understanding of local 
biodiversity will also contribute to the site’s distinction as a place within 
nature. A reasonable site investigation (RIBA 2013) would cover all these 
aspects.  
 
Vernacular traditions established through nature’s setting  

The comparative research of the Background Literature has shown how the 
natural setting of buildings within vernacular traditions leads to adaptive 
design principles (Oliver, 2003). The spatial arrangement that responds to 
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climatic conditions also establishes cultural characteristics within local 
communities (Waterson, 1990). This leads to a relationship between the 
natural setting and the poetic identity of the place through a specific form of 
construction (Rudofsky, 1988). As the Asking process explores the potential 
to develop unique local connections to nature, the discussion should 
investigate any climatically triggered rituals, such as the Nordic sauna beside 
the lake (Heschong, 1979).      
 
Within the nature pillar, the setting of the nature primer establishes the 
physical natural interface with a place in the first step towards framing a 
particular element, finding a natural symbol, or learning from the setting to 
instigate a biomimetic exploration.    
 
4.5.3 FRAMING NATURE 

Framing nature to reconnect to changes in the natural world  

Framing nature makes people more aware of the environment and brings 
them closer to nature so they can feel more a part of it. It raises 
consciousness of the transformation processes of nature at different scales 
of change in the natural world. The daily, seasonal, and annual changes 
bring to the forefront of the mind the transient quality of nature during climate 
change. By framing the weather and the seasons, architects can amplify and 
enhance these changes by focusing on their time-based appreciation of 
nature’s elements (Hill, 2012). 
 
The experience of these physical factors influences society’s collective 
memories and reinforces their empathy with nature. The discussion can 
investigate the cycles of change and how cyclical growth can be magnified to 
raise awareness of time passing. The Asking process interrogates how the 
interaction of the elements can temper nature. It assesses the value of 
juxtaposing architecture with nature and how architects might bring about 
personal satisfaction and psychological wellbeing.  
 
Predominant phenomena of the natural context 

By discussing what is already known about the existing distinctive natural 
characteristics, architects can discover if there is an affinity to some 
predominant natural phenomena in the location, region, or culture. By 
opening the debate into 
nature's impact on the project at the outset, the chances of finding clues to 
connect the end user to a particular phenomenon of a specific place are 
increased. This heightened awareness of elements within the setting leads 
toward the natural spirit and helps classify the timeless delights waiting to be 
captured and enjoyed (Norberg-Schulz, 1980).  
 
Client experience and appreciation of nature 

The search for the essential characteristic of natural elements to be framed 
may well come from the client’s prior experience of the site or a remembered 
connection to a poignant facet of nature that they might want to embrace. 
This engages the client’s knowledge or beliefs as part of nature's poetic and 
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pragmatic reading. These collaborative discussions give the client early 
insight into the objective of producing architecture that goes beyond the 
physical characteristics of the building itself into an architecture that 
resonates with nature.  
 
Together with the cycles of the planets, the unpredictable nature of the 
changing weather affects temperament and mood, and the shifting patterns 
shape people’s feelings. The less cerebral, more emotional connection to 
nature is not something that has been taught; it is innate. The pleasure of 
attachment to simple natural phenomena creates a gentle spirit, as more 
worldly concerns are forgotten, and people become more at one with 
themselves (Heschong, 1979). This nurturing of the self through nature's 
phenomenological experience can be connected to the idea of timelessness. 
Closeness to nature embraces the human instinct; the nurturing spirit 
heightens awareness and yields wellbeing to bring about respect for nature 
and, in turn, an ethical stance towards the planet. By focusing on nature's 
ethereal elements, architects open the chance to connect their clients and all 
the end users emotionally to the natural phenomena that the project has 
embraced.  
 
Elements as material considerations in placemaking   

Tonkin Liu’s projects embrace nature from the astronomical scale through to 
the microscopic, from the solar alignment [Solar Gate, 2017] to the design of 
a patented trachea stent [Shell Lace Stent, 2015]. Specific projects have 
embraced an array of interactions between the elements, such as raindrops 
as beads of bouncing light [Sun Rain Rooms, 2017], reflected light in a 
water-filled courtyard [Camera Jewel House, 2001] and the wind-producing 
light in a riverside sculpture [Future Flower, 2007], and the wind-producing 
music sculpture [Singing Ringing Tree, 2006]. The stories that generate the 
projects work with metaphors of nature at all scales, from the geological of a 
forested mountain [Island of Light, 2011] to a natural phenomenon of waves 
on a beach [Three Waves, 2009]. 
 
Economy and delight as the consequence of embracing nature  

The elements of water, air, earth and fire within the ether describe the 
classical relationship to the natural world. To bring people closer to nature, 
Tonkin Liu embraces light together with a celebration of all the other 
elements to bring sensuality to architecture. By bringing architectural 
encounters to life, architects can view nature's elements as material 
ingredients for numerous configurations that can expand the formal 
repertoire. Water as rain and mist, as reflections and movement. Air as wind 
and sound, as hot and cold. Earth as rock and dust, tactility and strength. 
Fire as light and heat, hearth and home. Architects should do more with 
nature's elements at their disposal without cost. It makes economic sense to 
draw delight from nature. 
 
Seasonal change and growth that captures time   

By bringing the elements and nature's growth into architecture, the 
spontaneity of time is obtained in a multi-dimensional interaction. As the 
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interaction and contrast between plants and the elements happen, both are 
evident as one animates the other. By magnifying the cycles of change, 
architects can raise awareness of time, registering nature's ethereal essence 
and, in doing so, amplify and capture the fleeting moment (Tanizaki, 1977). 
 
Nature and sensory perception  

The emotive and intellectual goals of bringing people closer to nature can 
also be achieved through juxtaposing the elements with built structures by 
inviting nature into architecture. The contrast between the dynamic aspects 
of nature takes prominence over static figures of architectural form as 
nature's intent and architecture's intent are put side by side.  
 
Humans’ senses developed as protection to survive in the natural world and 
help define nature's delights. In the modern world, it is easy to become 
desensitised to one’s sensory abilities as people become acclimatised to 
controlled environments (Banham, 1984). The sensual encounters reconnect 
humans to nature's daily and seasonal cycles, and in doing so, they find a 
primal sense of delight (Heschong, 1979).      
 
4.5.4 SYMBOLS OF NATURE  

Resonant Symbols of nature as the expression of our time   

In the past, architecture's legitimate symbolic reference point was the history 
of architecture, industrialisation, or technology. Rarely did nature become an 
important reference point. In Asking, the toolkit starts the search for cultural 
meaning that will become manifest in the built project and question whether 
nature can play a new symbolic role. In many of Tonkin Liu’s projects, nature 
is the message and the medium. The questioning process of ALPM searches 
for the appropriate message and medium to communicate the issue of this 
time. In Asking, architects can turn to nature for resonant symbols, bringing it 
to the foreground of human consciousness to make a deeper connection to 
the story of our time.  
 
Nature's symbols as a universally understood medium  

ALPM aims to make inclusive architecture that universally appeals to society 
by being accessible to all on a primal level. Symbols carry meaning and 
values when they represent an ideology. The symbol is a conceptual idea, 
not a finite thing but something that is undetermined and abstracted (Jung, 
1990). As a transitional device, the symbol’s intangibility is valuable when 
used as a vehicle. The symbol suggests something more significant than 
itself but allows interpretation and translation of the meaning. Symbols 
portray an essence through an abstract connection, an ideogram 
demonstrating an artistic intention.  
  
Symbolising the ethical stance for change today  

The history of architecture sees a shifting focus in the influences of 
representation of society's ideals. The medieval gothic, swept aside by 
classical aspirations, was replaced by romantic historicism before being 
usurped by industrial modernity, which was exaggerated as high tech and 
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reacted against by postmodernism. The ideological pendulum swings to and 
from as society searches for the appropriate symbols.  
 
Extending architecture’s field of influence into nature enlarges the debate 
and calls for much needed change in how architecture is conceived and 
perceived within a broader cultural reading in the time of climate change. 
Nature conservation should go hand in hand with innovation, and 
conservation does not mean architecture should become conservative and 
retreat to some idea of a better past. As society enters a new era, it needs a 
reconnection on a spiritual level with the natural environment, with nature as 
the new source for innovation. For reimagining the symbols of its future, 
architecture needs a new language and belief system to find the spirit of this 
age and rewrite the shifting myth of the present time (Campbell, 2008).  
 
By embracing nature and all it can teach, society has the chance to reset the 
historical perspective of fear and misunderstanding of nature’s 
unaccountable power and make a new symbiotic partnership with nature. 
The relationship is not with some intermediary gods who control nature but 
nature itself. Society needs to take responsibility for its damage to nature as 
it takes advantage of the advances that technology has provided to learn 
from nature. 
 
4.5.5 LEARNING FROM NATURE, BIOMIMICRY   

Nature’s lessons and a source for advancement and innovation  

On a didactic level, nature gives architects a considerable quarry of 
materials, forms, and techniques from which they can learn fundamental 
principles. By understanding how organisms and systems function in the 
natural world, architects have now started to open a vast new creative 
territory (Benyus, 2002). Intelligent reasoning can make technological 
advancements by synthesising what has been learnt outside the architecture 
discipline to reinvigorate its responsive capabilities. Learning from nature 
through the creative process can aid the adaption to the circumstances that 
takes place within the simple principle of evolution, as species adapt and 
evolve to environmental conditions.     
 
Opportunities to learn and advance design principles     

The process of learning from nature to inform design has been given many 
different titles in recent decades. The prominent labels of Biomimicry 
(Benyus, 2002) and (Pawlyn, 2011), Bionic, Nature Inspired Design and 
Cradle to Cradle (Braungart and McDonough, 2009) have all overlapped and 
influenced each other. Tonkin Liu’s working procedure encompasses the 
intertwining of different approaches to learning from nature on many levels. 
The ALPM process reflects the idea of an evolutionary generation of suitable 
alternatives, tested through critical evaluation to ultimately be selected as the 
fittest option. The toolkit engages the comprehension to visualize 
environmental forces so that architecture can organically respond as an 
adaptive life force. This includes research and development of construction 
techniques that have grown out of observation of principles inherent in 
natural structures.  
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The relationship between form and strength is pivotal to comprehending 
natural structure (Thompson, 1966). Technology is the tool to help architects 
bring the lessons to life; digital tools enable the production of alternatives that 
can be competitively tested in the playing stage and evaluated through the 
reality of physical models. 
 
A process of iteration and improvement develops the successful option 
before the process proceeds to the Making stage to explore material and 
technical products related to craft and manufacture. ALPM uses feedback 
loops to check the progress and the intents of the journey from the Asking to 
Making stages. Alongside the lessons in sustainable structure, material, and 
construction, architects learn from nature how to respond and adapt to 
different environments, just as vernacular architecture did in the past. In this 
way, learning from nature aligns with technical aspiration and the drive to 
deliver sustainable design solutions that respect the economy of means 
demonstrated by nature. 
 
Emulating nature to set higher ambitions for architecture  

Tonkin Liu’s invention of the Shell Lace Structure (Liu and Tonkin, 2014) 
could not have happened without the aspiration to learn from and emulate 
nature. The technique uses the principle of strength in a form known from 
mollusc shells, combined with craft-based tailoring techniques, to make an 
entirely new form of super-light, super-strong single surface structure. 
Without their cost-efficient approach, three of the practice’s competition-
winning schemes would not have been possible; each is a structure that 
interacts with the environment differently. This attunes to the goal of making 
a work of architecture perform as a series of systems responding to social, 
structural, and environmental parameters. Just as in nature, a series of 
interlinked holistic approaches can be observed, and architecture can be 
metaphorically envisaged as a holistic body that fulfils its role in a particular 
place according to the specific needs of the people it serves. As architects 
emulate nature, they give contemporary architecture the ambition to become 
a responsive, organic entity with an interconnected ecology, a natural being. 
With a sustainable ethos at the fore, ALPM redefines a brief into an 
emulation of nature as the next logical ambition for architecture's 
evolutionary development as society steps from the information age into the 
ecological era.  
 
 
 
 

4.6 PEOPLE  
 
4.6.1 EXPLORATION OF THE PEOPLE PILLAR   

The spectrum of people and the search for particularly  

To gain inspiration from the full spectrum of people involved in a specific 
project, architects need to break down the hierarchy of those influencing the 
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design process. To structure the investigation, they need to articulate the 
subject matter by constructing a taxonomy of types. This ranges from 
individuals and their livelihoods through communities and companies to the 
overarching drivers for change within society. This breakdown from individual 
to collective helps architects interrogate the people pillar through the 
perspective of time. In doing so, they see changing needs within cultural 
history, from the psychological profile of a person to the enduring universal 
archetypes within society.  
 
4.6.2 PEOPLE INDIVIDUAL  

Individuality guides the root of the distinction   

The process of exploration begins with the individual because although 
clients are often multi-headed, it tends to be the case that one individual is 
the champion or the guiding light of others working towards the production of 
a work of architecture.  
 
In questioning the individual, architects uncover a considerable resource of 
background information, some of which may move to the foreground as 
values become apparent. Personal facts play a large part in portraying the 
client's standpoint, but as this process is predominantly a cultural 
investigation, the study is also interested in an individual’s opinions. Their 
viewpoints on nature, place and the project's purpose often reveal their 
motivation and aspiration for undertaking the project. On a more personal 
level, the client’s reflections and memories act as an archive, adding to a 
project’s cultural history (Cross, 2011). 
 
Philosophy asks, how then shall people live? Architecture asks, how do 
architects give form to how people should live? The more architects 
understand how people aspire to live, the better the architectural strategy for 
living in a way that could be conceived as different to normal. The aspiration 
to bring about changes comes from the individual architects and the 
individuals that the finished building serves.  
 
Ritual of use and amplification of activities within space  

Through the questions of the Asking stage, the team can decipher how 
people use buildings and interpret the information as a series of rituals. By 
understanding these rituals, architects can understand their meaning in 
terms of a hierarchy of importance in daily life, which are especially potent. 
This raises the creative potential and avoids seeing actions as labels of 
functional distinction according to known room types and instead to see them 
as meaningful human events to be celebrated. Architects can ask which 
events could co-exist and have a relationship with another and which want to 
be isolated.  
 
Individual occupational and a prescribed worldview 

People are often distinguished and identified as a type through their 
occupations. The discussion with the clients and the collective around the 
nature of the individual’s occupation often focuses on specific areas of 
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interest. This will impact on the values and specialist objectives that may 
shape the project.  
  
Architects should always presume that the client’s need is beyond the mere 
delivery of a service, and they will be engaged in a reassessment of today’s 
priorities for tomorrow’s buildings. Critical assessment is required, rather 
than a casual acceptance of the current modus operandi. The presumption 
could be that the usual represents a less than ideal situation until it is proved 
otherwise. Together with the client, the architect needs a cultural 
understanding of the status quo to make a critical appraisal that deconstructs 
to reconstruct the brief.  
 
Architecture requires such significant financial and long-term commitments 
that there should always be an imperative to challenge convention, and an 
instigation to change perception, to ensure buildings are fit for future 
generations. The questioning process allows clients to distance themselves 
from the project's prosaic aspects, and asking big questions opens the 
debate to see opportunities from a broader cultural or mythological 
perspective. In this way, architects open the door to turning dissatisfaction 
with the current solutions into aspirations for future answers.   
 
4.6.3 PEOPLE COMMUNITY  

Redefining community to yield diversity and commonality  

In Asking, the intention is to bring emotional connection to nature and a 
shared understanding of placemaking. When clients are a distinct 
community, they may be brought together by common blood or common 
interest or a connection to a specific place. They will rarely have the same 
priorities or concerns. The word community comes from the Latin 
‘communis,’ meaning public spirit. ALPM seeks this spirit by consulting with 
the community members. Within a community, difference can be celebrated 
whilst staying within the standard definition of a social connection to place.  
 
Settlement and belonging in the manifestation of community   

The idea of community is inextricably linked to the concept of settlement, 
where the basis of a joint interest comes from the community’s attachment to 
place. Within the notion of belonging to a place, there is plenty of room for 
each member to have views and opinions that differ from each other. 
Settlements become a place of affinity and antipathy as disparate views give 
a life force to the idea of difference. Architects need to understand the 
division as much as the agreement so that that difference can be celebrated 
rather than suppressed. A place may be characterised by its singularity but is 
often energised by the diversity of its people. In asking about people as a 
community, architects can embrace the idea that a settlement may have 
multiple personalities and placemaking can be defined as the reflection of the 
constantly changing opinions of its occupants.  
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Engagement that engenders change over restraint  

In an ideal world, when the city becomes the client, it engages the people 
through the vehicle of community engagement. The process should begin at 
the commencement of the brief’s production. Engagement is the prescribed 
territory of the social evaluation and response systems in the public 
consultation field. The increased community involvement in factors that affect 
their environments has evolved rapidly in developed nations over the last few 
decades. Lessons have been learnt that the top-down method of imposition 
is inappropriate to an egalitarian society and that the more a community 
invests in the development of the space that have a functional or emotional 
meaning to them, the more these will reflect their needs.  
 
The parallel discipline of public consultation has become a specialism, 
removed from the architect’s repertoire of skills to the detriment of the 
profession. Architects have missed the opportunity to be more connected to 
end users. Many public clients, such as local authorities and councils, are 
distanced from the need to shoulder the responsibility to make decisions for 
themselves in social systems where they are required to be held increasingly 
accountable and as a consequence become more risk averse. The positive 
outcome is a greater accountability in the design of public amenities, and the 
negative is an increased conservativism.  
 
Returning to origins to discover a community’s founding principles 

In abstract mythical terms, individuals imagine the past to help them see the 
place as an ideal landscape, a pastoral scene from which they gain a sense 
of progress and continuity. To focus on nature and avoid an entrenchment 
into a consolidated historical standpoint, architects need to make the 
community see the past as inherent within their place in a more poetic sense. 
The story as an origin myth helps translate people within a place as an 
interconnected ideal (Strenski, 1987). ALPM questions who were the people 
that brought about the city's existence and why it happened in this specific 
place as the team contemplates the founding principles and asks how people 
could aspire to them today.  
 
The drive for change and innovation is at the heart of the ALPM method, 
which can be seen to offer an alternative channel of engagement that does 
not close the door to invention but embraces people's input to bring about 
positive change. Rather than allowing the restraint of the conservation 
process to quash the creative spirit, architects should be careful to express 
the spirit of ‘communalism’ by designing places whose distinction makes 
them a powerful resonator of the sense of their time. Asking is interested in 
traditions and customs of the social unit to open the possibility for redefinition 
rather than reinforcement of the past. ALPM thinks forward.  
 
4.6.4 PEOPLE COMPANIES 

Opportunity for change within business development  

The form of the company is a relatively modern phenomenon. Its purpose is 
to act as an independent legal entity, an engine of an organisation that 
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carries out business. Its standard form is a socio-economic unit that aims to 
profit. Commissions for architects may come from established companies or 
a new enterprise. In each case, designers need to understand the character 
of the operation and the objectives behind the project's development. Long-
standing companies have established processes, so a brief may be 
prescriptive of their needs and curtail the opportunity for redefinition. New 
companies are still finding their mission and are more open to an expansive 
process. Corporate clients tend to employ corporate architects who are adept 
at giving them what they know they want. But when corporate clients want to 
embrace change and go on a journey of discovery, they might need 
guidance rather than prescription. The Asking stage has much to offer in 
redefining the company brand. The process sees the brand as a vehicle for 
how the company would like its customers to view it. Architects are 
sometimes involved in shaping this brand and the message that it portrays. 
To do this, they need to be in dialogue with the people nurturing this persona 
to unearth the existence of the entity within the brand. Many of the qualities 
ALPM seeks in the Asking stage are contained within the idea of this 
empathetic third-party entity, the values, ethos, and desires.    
 
Company ethos and the understanding of behaviour  

When architects are commissioned to serve the company with space for 
company use, they need to understand the brand, the constraints, and the 
corporate structure. The best results evolve from a situation where the 
designers can go back to first principles to understand behaviour patterns 
and reinvent the company's social relationships.  
 
When architects pursue the company's business by expanding their 
operation and extending their interface with their customers, they need to 
understand their customers’ profiles. The architects then become the portal 
through which the customers will see the company. The design process 
should question the strategic territory of customer psychology and the need 
to understand customer behaviour. The user interface must furnish the 
company’s ethos regarding social relationships and project the right image. 
The design collective is in an excellent position to act as a forum or testbed 
for ideas on collective behaviour.  
 
Financial control and the hierarchy of company needs   

Understanding constraints are significant for architects because there are 
always several conflicting factors associated with aspirations and available 
budget. Managing company expectations at the outset is imperative. Still, it is 
not part of the scope of the Asking stage to set the limits imposed by 
financial restraint, simply to assess the values that the client attributes to the 
brief and what needs to be accomplished by the project. By understanding 
the needs as a hierarchy of desires, architects can learn and place 
importance on what matters to the client. They need to ascertain what can be 
set aside and what should be amplified.    
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4.6.5 PEOPLE SOCIETY   

Society’s story is embedded in the architecture of our time  

Architecture is a cultural story personified in time. It’s about the relationships 
to places made by society; it's also about relationships with others within 
society and the connection to this time's values and salient issues. The story 
of architecture shifts and is forever retold in a new form. The new account of 
today could not have been told yesterday but needs to be expressed for a 
better tomorrow. Asking finds the evidence that shows how to bring the 
particles of contemporary matter into a life force, a story that comes into 
being as an entity. For the Asking to be successful, the story needs to set an 
ambitious plan for the project that reflects the current needs of society to 
bring about betterment through change. Society in time is the subject matter 
for Asking’s interrogation (Barthes, 1993). The design process aims to 
capture a reflection of society and bring it to life as the story of our age.  
        
Moral compass for the architectural journey 

Questioning society through the time perspective puts architects in the 
present context. In questioning society, architects seek an understanding of 
the commissioner's and users' spoken and unspoken motives, seeking an 
ethical and social strategy to inform the architectural agenda. Values and 
ethos become the governing principles that direct and give spirit to their 
creative endeavour as a guiding light. Ethos provides moral credibility for the 
defining character and becomes a balancing device between the rational 
ideals of place as logos and people's emotional desires as pathos. By 
questioning society’s broader motivations, a guide for the architectural 
journey can be produced in the form of a moral compass. 
 
Change as the driver of innovation  

Asking aims to understand society’s needs, common desires, ambitions and 
motivations for change. Architects don’t just serve individuals or the 
collective that employs their services; they are responsible for ethically 
serving society. Many clients are specialists and have particular demands, 
but as professionals, architects should also see the impact of their actions on 
those affected by their work in a broader sense. Architects have a moral 
responsibility and duty to society to endeavour to enable change by 
challenging convention. Shifting societal trends modify moral imperatives that 
give rise to the drive to change. In doing so, activists become instigators 
shaping the new ethics of the culture from within it. The action brought about 
by a moral reaction is the force within society for perpetual cultural change. 
In popular culture, it is often manifested as fashions or artistic tendencies. 
Most citizens are unaware that they are following a trend and that their 
cultural action is a reaction (Harari, 2015). The overall draw of the majority is 
to conform and drift with the time rather than make a stand with any 
statement that marks their difference. It takes confidence and courage to 
make a difference, but this is what architects should be asking clients to do if 
they are to bring about change and consequently innovate. 
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4.7 PLACE  

 

Fig 4.4 Anamorphic placemaking artwork, Doe Lea, 2018  
 
4.7.1 EXPLORATION OF THE PLACE PILLAR 

Poetry and pragmatism in placemaking  

Placemaking is traditionally very much centred on history. This conventional 
process of spatial definition restricts the potential of place by always pulling it 
back to a preconceived understanding. ALPM synthesises different 
influences into a combined holistic response to place. Asking seeks to find 
the spirit of place through exploratory discussions fed by knowledge and 
intuition as the tools scientists and artists employ. Architects need to go 
beyond the obvious in the search for the hidden and inaccessible evidence 
that may be accessed by delving beyond the conventional process, starting 
with pragmatic facts about what is existing and moving towards clues to 
create accessible poetry. By moving from fact to folklore, the possibilities 
expand by questioning the opposition of facts and fiction to make an 
argument for change through understanding the binary opposites that arise 
through discussion (Tuan, 1990).  
 
Location and type as a definition of existing places  

In the Asking stage, the pillar of place is questioned to investigate the 
specific location and the type of activity. This division creates a framework for 
investigation; the name of a place defines where it is, and the name of the 
building describes the type of place it is; the village school. The pillar of place 
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explores this division of location and type by studying each through a 
subdivision of physical and cultural characteristics. Investigations through 
these tools highlight salient aspects to define and redefine the concept of 
place (Alexander, Ishikawa and Silverstein, 1977). Architects must search for 
distinctions that set one place apart from its neighbour; this broad dialogue 
sharpens the placemaking debate. The goal of the Asking stage is to open 
the door to find a new interpretation without getting locked into a 
preconceived definition of either the physical location or assumed definition 
of a preconceived type on both a physical and cultural level. In some 
projects, the name of the place becomes the project's reason for being (Fig 
4.4), [Dancing Flowers of Doe Lea, 2018].  
 
Place in the context of time as potential rather than restriction  

Asking about the past of a place, along with knowledge of the present, helps 
shape the future of a place. Architects investigate the facets of place through 
the perspective of time: what was it, what is it, what could it be? The 
emphasis is on the potential of the place to find a new identity rather than 
restraining by the definition of what it has already been. By investigating 
place through a time perspective, the convention of a backwards-looking 
approach realigns into a forward-thinking placemaking approach that may 
bring about change.  
 
4.7.2 LOCATION PHYSICAL  

Urban setting as a series of physical relationships  

Architects can interrogate the location’s physicality in a manufactured 
landscape of buildings. The nature pillar questions the site's virgin nature 
and imagines its character before humankind influenced its form. All the site 
analyses previously mentioned as being a part of the architect’s due 
diligence to investigate the properties of the site are presumed to be part of 
the scope (RIBA Plan of Work, 2022). The physicality of nature and human 
nature exist within the urban or suburban setting as the three-
dimensionalities within which the architect sculpts a formal response to 
place. The scale and orientation of the urban grain, the aspect of the site and 
how the location is approached from within the urban context can all be 
described in abstract terms that can be translated into a poetic reading of 
place.  
 
Connectivity and distinction within the physical setting 

In both the natural and the urban setting, architects should examine the 
subject of connectivity. They should study how the site is perceived in its 
physical context and clarify whether it is well connected or isolated. The 
investigations should appraise the legibility of access and question how the 
site is connected to the places around it. The observation will ask if the 
location has a predominant approach or particularly positive orientation or 
aspect. The design team should clarify distinguishing features in the natural 
or urban setting that influences the place most. The question should highlight 
the spatial qualities of connection to the location’s broader context and ask if 
there’s good connectivity through a panoramic view or if it’s trapped in the 
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city grid and shielded from the natural elements. The physical act of making 
a responsive building finds its contextual beginnings in the physicality of 
place.  
 
4.7.3 LOCATION CULTURAL 

Cultural activity and the heritage of events as a legacy of place  

The cultural heritage of a place is as much founded on events as it is upon 
the artefacts of history within the urban fabric. The legacy of significant local 
activities cultivated and nurtured within the local jurisdiction defines the 
legacy of the place. However, it is often not the significant events but the 
small, repeated actions that have a more important bearing on the culture of 
a location. The investigation of the anthropological aspects of cultural history 
will range from the personal scale to the involvement of national 
characteristics (Waterson, 1990). In ALPM, examining belief systems in 
relationship to popular culture often leads to the starting point of the story of 
a place. This combination of characteristics and qualities provides a rich 
spectrum of cultural influences for defining a place’s distinctive character.  
 
Celebrating differences in architecture 

ALPM seeks to amplify the difference between one place and another so it 
has more autonomy in its identity. This does not necessarily require a local 
distinction over the global but can be part of a continuum identity without a 
clear border (Lethaby, 1994). The ideal would be that each adjacent place 
has its unique character and that people freely flow between the attractions 
the difference in place offers. In Asking, the characteristics that determine a 
place’s uniqueness and importance are celebrated. 
 
Identity for local inhabitants through placemaking  

A strong identity becomes a driving force in a place's popularity and ability to 
attract more trade and improve the livelihood of its population. The projection 
into a new definition of place provides an opportunity for cultural leverage for 
social interaction. Placemaking can become part of the personal reflection 
and reference of the local inhabitants. Through community engagement, 
architects can pinpoint and amplify an exemplary specific quality; this 
character may be enough to make a place an exciting attraction and build an 
increased sense of cultural identity within an existing community by providing 
a collective sense of belonging. In turn, this reveals potential socioeconomic 
opportunities through pride in place and an increased understanding of the 
inhabitants being part of the evolution of the community’s collaborative 
environment.   
 
4.7.4 TYPE PHYSICAL 

Type subdivided by physicality and culture  

Type is the commodity of architecture; investigating the building type helps 
architects identify the subject matter. On a pragmatic level, this 
understanding of ‘what it is’ and ‘what it does’, will inform knowledge of how it 
works as a type. In Asking, type can be examined from two different but 
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interrelated perspectives; type is defined by the task it performs, and type is 
defined by society as an embodiment of culture. At the outset, the premade 
classification of type is to the architects’ advantage. It focuses the 
questioning process on what they know and how they can expand their 
creative understanding of the subject matter and make adaptions to 
conventions. 
 
Type to typology, cultural activity to formal disposition  

Type is different to typology; the former defines what the building does, and 
the latter represents the formal relationship of the parts to the whole. These 
parts may be related to the task the building performs but an independent 
analysis of how their formal characteristics work in human interactions could 
reveal the ambition for a type that could profoundly affect the nature of the 
project. This distinction differs from those who use type and typology 
interchangeably (Wright, 2011). The Asking process will inform the 
appropriate typological variations explored and tested later in the Playing 
stage as the type finds form according to the directive of the story.   
 
Type physical: a tool to articulate the task performance 

In the investigations of physical type, the focus is on the fundamental 
activities that constitute the tasks performed within a distinct building usage. 
Asking questions about actions and events in usage offer clues to the 
creative process. The origin of type within architecture lies in models that 
catered for repeated patterns of human behaviour that, over time, became 
culturally established and recognised through a named type (Alexander, 
Ishikawa and Silverstein, 1977). When a type is seen as a living entity, 
empathy can be gained by asking how a type would respond as an organism 
to changing conditions. Innovation within the natural world can then be seen 
as adapting to a new situation that leads to a new species. Evolution in type 
happens in architecture when social and environmental conditions change. 
Architects must be receptive to shifting challenges that determine the validity 
of type. In doing so, they can make conscious evolutionary changes when 
needed.   
 
Behaviour assessed to reset the social relationship 

Traditions and conventions tell society how building types will be used. 
Norms dictate how to behave in a reasonably consistent manner. Much of 
this is down to the psychological aspects of the unfolding human experience 
within a known type. The sequential progression through a building follows 
classic protocols of caution and comprehension as the new visitor is 
engaged in a very similar venture to all those who have had the experience 
before. A good building predicts and reacts to the sociological aspects of 
human experience by forecasting them early. With each specific type, 
architects can use knowledge of previous encounters with the standard type 
to dissect the characteristics of actions and reactions to set out an ideal 
architectural encounter. Asking questions how the human interactions within 
a specific type of building differ from another kind and asks what its social 
interactions' primary characteristics could be. Through this investigation of 
the behavioural experience, understanding how it serves a social agenda 
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through human interaction sets an ideology for the type. By focusing on 
these practical aspects of type, architects can reset the social relationship 
that led to the invention within a formal arrangement or typology.    
 
4.7.5 TYPE CULTURAL 

Mythical and practical as dual cultural meanings  

There is a balance between the mythical aspects of type as archetype and 
the types of practical duty. Asking seeks to invoke abstract ideas within a 
type, alongside the more pragmatic aspects witnessed through recognising 
prosaic readings of type. Questioning the expectation and beliefs projected 
onto a type, Asking starts to read the folklore attached to it. By embracing 
type as a mythical entity, the process gives a life force to free a type from the 
standard definition, allowing it to become an ambitious story. The values of 
society are in a constant state of flux, oscillating between nostalgia and 
desire for a better future. Assesing attitudes towards shifting trends and 
fashions often signifies changes to a known type. Practical matters often 
instigate change that is then read emotionally; the cultural reading of these 
two meanings is essential to set the ambition to respond to the duality of 
myth and pragmaticism. An example of this aspirational and practical 
interface is the design of a lookout tower and cultural landmark in Baku 
[Baku Star, 2012]. The brief to make a monument on top of a hill that 
overlooked the city combined the national symbol of the star with the 
practical needs of an observation tower. The star-like form provided a tripod 
base; the outstretched arms overlooked the city in different directions. The 
star form gave the observation tower-type a mythical form that fulfilled a 
practical purpose. 
     
Metaphorical translation as a cultural design vehicle  

The metaphorical translation that lifts the discussion of type to archetype has 
excellent creative potential as architects search for the story's beginning. In 
the 1999 publication of ALPM, the nine projects shown were given story titles 
as archetypes: blood, hill, cave, castle, maze, forest, time, jungle, and ruin. 
Each archetype was connected to nature, or in the case of castle and maze, 
to archetypal human nature.  
 
Beginning with visceral physical activity and moving through layered cultural 
aspects of type, the investigation shifts from tangible to abstract. In the 
process of abstraction, ALPM asks how the specific characteristic of the type 
corresponds to other similar types and archetypes. As the process explores 
the concept of an archetype within architecture and nature, it shifts the 
reference point from the prosaic study of architecture to a primal 
comprehension of humankind within the natural world.  
 

4.8 EVALUATION  
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4.8.1 EVALUATION PHASE 

Evaluation to select the premise of the redefined brief  

At the end of the exploration of Asking, the evaluation phase is a period of 
reflection, assessment and selection of ideas, values and themes that gives 
a unique direction to the project. The evaluation tools are applied to the 
accumulated information from the questioning process. The phase assesses 
the word-based responses to the question of each of the pillars of nature, 
people, and place. These reactions are assembled and presented as 
information in an organic diagram called the quarry. The ideas within the 
quarry are evaluated in relationship to each other within the broad, expansive 
remit of the exploration phase. The evaluation phase is a process of critical 
contraction that distils ideas into essences that very different philosophical 
perspectives may have triggered. Values that have arisen through the debate 
are a vital tool to select from a strand of thought represented by emerging 
themes from the interrogation. A healthy creative dialogue will raise disparate 
themes; these will be critiqued and appraised for their placemaking 
particularity. With guidance from the values, selecting the most pertinent 
themes culminates in formulating a project agenda in the form of a 
multifaceted riddle. 
 
4.8.2 THE QUARRY  

Expansion and contraction exploring meaning and direction  

Just as critics in an architectural crit may have no prior knowledge of the 
student’s specific subject matter, the clients' and the design teams’ approach 
to evaluating the Asking quarry needs no prior expertise. The words in the 
quarry have been arrived at through questioning the pillars via collective 
knowledge. Like the subject matter of architecture, the quarry’s content is 
likely to be broad and far-reaching. In such an expansive subject matter, 
architects cannot be taught to know everything; they are trained to evaluate 
what comes before them and discover what they need to know through 
critical discourse. The evaluation tools help decipher the quarry's expansive 
content and, through a reduced selection, steer the meaning and direction of 
the design.    
 
Highlighting the particular within the quarry of Asking  

The information in the quarry of words builds from the discussions of the 
three pillars of nature, people, and place. Oral data is prompted and 
recorded through exploration tools as specific responses to time-based 
questioning of each division of the pillar and through the ideas and values 
that emerge from the conversation. The quarry is empirical research that 
comes from the amassed collective team experience. The validity of the 
study will be tested in the following stages. The documentation is in the form 
of written lists made by individual contributors or a group scribe; the lists are 
compiled in a graphic format that can be displayed as a branching diagram 
cataloguing the process of expanding the original brief. From the blank 
sheets that begin every project, the debate will now have generated a mass 
of information, some helpful and some generic. One of the first critical 
exercises is to allow the normative to be dispelled. The collective team 
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searches for points that mark the project as distinct from other similar 
projects, the pertinent clues, the special, the particular and the extraordinary. 
All strive beyond the ordinary to highlight the unique circumstances of the 
confluence of the three pillars.  
 
Inspiring stories collected from time-based perspectives   

For the story to find relevance in the project's circumstances, it must be 
rooted in all three perspectives of time, as facets from the past define the 
character and set values—factors from the present critique issues and 
ambitions for the projection. Projections into the future seek opportunities to 
chase invention. Within the quarry, the time-based analysis of the 
subdivisions of the pillars gives succinct responses to different facets of 
placemaking. The goal in the Asking stage is not to form a categorical 
opinion or produce a design; the goal is to build a poetic intent tempered by a 
pragmatic agenda that can be translated into a story. The riddle can propel 
the team back in time, describe a version of the present or propose a future 
vision. The freedom of the riddle allows architects to access an imaginary 
ideal era of a hypothetical society, and the physical properties of places that 
do not yet exist. All are grounded in the knowledge of the present and 
lessons from the past.  
 
4.8.3 VALUES SYSTEMS 

Defining values for the process of architectural evaluation   

Within the evaluation process, a value is considered a controlling factor with 
curatorial merit. Values that have emerged from the collective discussion 
determine order and priority. A system of related values corrals intent and 
influences the development of emerging ideas. While ideas can be spurious, 
values are definitive, as they offer the lowest divisible principle, the kernel of 
an intent. Values help define and give a philosophical thrust to the project's 
‘reason for being’ by setting the standard to be achieved in the final form. As 
the values emerge from discussion around the project's ethical concerns, 
giving hierarchy serves the moral and ideological objectives by forming a 
value system as a table of reference. The value system created becomes a 
filtering device for the quality of ideas within the shifting preferences of the 
profession. Architects’ values will continually evolve from those of 
predecessors through time. Values are crucial to innovation because they 
assert positive virtues. 
 
Values Systems as assessment criteria for emerging themes  

The values system aids the assembly of the possible alternative trajectories. 
As ideas are critically developed as criteria to help choice and test design 
directions, they test matters that might be seen as normative against values 
that have the ambition to go beyond the norm. Giving weight through values 
helps to tailor a different system of assessment criteria that pursues the 
unique over the familiar. As the quarry leads to the formation of the story, it 
will also establish the philosophical values that will guide the story’s creative 
journey. Each subsequent design stage has a period of expansion and 
contraction, refining the story and adding more detail to the guiding values. 
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The story is amplified as it proceeds, the values become more precise, and 
additional critical guidance adds richness to the story. With values, ALPM 
aligns attitudes to balance and evaluate motivation, giving preference to the 
meaning behind the ideas. A process of interpretation is undertaken using 
this value system to help generate a series of emerging themes.  
 
4.8.4 EMERGING THEMES   

Emerging themes that mark the trajectory of the design process  

The emerging themes are topics that respond to the investigation to describe 
a territory of ideas that work as a collection of common threads; these 
suggest a consistent course of direction. These thematic strands help 
formulate specific intentions as they demonstrate how issues have been 
highlighted and how they may be reacted to. These threads may directly 
respond to the debate's favourable and challenging aspects. Problems and 
concerns reflect people’s anxiety and perhaps form real constraints that 
become fundamental limitations. Desire and ambition set the aspiration for 
the upper limits of the project. Within the positive and negative realms, the 
debate embraces the emotional and intellectual drivers of creativity as the 
evaluation of the quarry becomes a review mechanism and a design 
orientation device.       
 
The cycle of learning that yields conceptual development  

The design process is a cycle of revealment, learning and feedback that 
builds conceptual clarity as it moves forward. A hierarchy of responses 
suggests possible ways ahead as ALPM turns observation into objectives, 
notions into intents, and ideas into assertions that amalgamate in a collection 
as a theme.  Responses begin with simple notions and incomplete answers 
that inform how the client or the design team feel. Ideas grow out of notions, 
but they are based on a logical deduction that highlights concerns and 
suggests a possible course of remedy. Ideas give trajectory because they 
have an aim. When a series of ideas join a consensus, they become a 
theme. Each theme responds to a particular set of issues with a consistent 
objective; they may be propositional but not yet form a definitive proposal. 
The theme elevates ideas to ideals with an inference of meaning, moving 
towards a clear speculative intent. As the process progresses, themes 
combine to represent a strategic philosophical approach; the amalgamated 
themes are raised to the level of a conceptual framework that Asking calls 
the poetic intent.   
 
Divergent and convergent themes as a mechanism of clarification  

Multiple themes inevitably grow out of the project’s numerous layers of 
subdivision. Due to the inward focus of the subdivided enquiry, prominent 
observations from each of the specific tools will tend to address localised 
issues and suggest specialist responses. Appraisal of the quarry may 
suggest divergent themes bearing little relation to each other. This is a 
healthy position in the Asking stage as it maintains a broad perspective with 
multiple themes that will yield various design alternatives in the Playing 
stage. The overview of the quarry shows these variant paths in relation to 
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one another and provides the opportunity to speculate where they may later 
converge.  
 
4.8.5 CRITIQUE AND SELECTION  

Selection of the appropriate themes on the path to innovation  

As in the process of evolution, the selection phase dictates the direction of 
the next generation by using the established values as a critical tool. The 
traits that withstand the critical test move forward; those that are more 
generic and already very familiar or have less potency in placemaking terms 
fall by the wayside. The aim is to dissect the content of the original brief 
through the framework of the design methodology so that the process yields 
new information to make intelligent decisions. To take a subject matter apart 
and put it back together in a new form, ALPM requires a sense of order to 
control the selection. Architects must be willing to strive for the origin of a 
subject and the rationale to redefine it with a new way forward.   
 
Inherent contradictions as a guide to the heart of the problem 

In many briefs, particularly competition briefs, a contradiction exists where 
conflicting matters have not yet been adequately addressed. Contradictions 
are issues that collide or do not reconcile; they constitute problematic points. 
For example, the competition brief may collate multiple requests and 
requirements from different parties who have not necessarily been able to 
collectively evaluate the issues or merits of alternative stances. This 
confusion may seem to be a disadvantage to the competitors. Still, it can be 
used as an opportunity to pinpoint the contradictions within the brief itself or 
the context of the phases. This will demonstrate that the astute competitors 
fully understand the issue. Contradictions can be seen as the nub of the 
problem; if architects accept that every brief is a problem, unravelling the 
contradiction will take them much closer to the solution. Asking redefines the 
brief by shifting it from a prosaic list of requirements to something more 
essential. The contradictions and anomalies are analysed with the evaluation 
tools to unearth the conundrum. Depending on the circumstance, 
contradictions can be understood and eliminated or celebrated by their 
inversion to create ideal solutions. 
 
4.8.6 OUTCOME OF ASKING  

Poetic and pragmatic outcomes of the Asking stage 

The outcome of the asking stage is to set a poetic intent and pragmatic 
agenda; what the project wants to be and what it must achieve. The riddle of 
Asking combines the poetic with the pragmatic within its conjecture. The 
initial mystery may be reset as the journey into the design unearths new 
insights. Feedback loops will rekindle the riddle and may start a new 
direction. The Asking stage instigates further research within the Looking 
stage. The fusing of poetic with the pragmatic begins with Asking and 
continues through ALPM until it reaches its destination in the physical entity 
in the built form of the story.  
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The poetic intent sets the course of the creative journey 

From the evaluation process, the quarry of words informs the riddle that 
charts the course by beginning the story. The poetic intent starts the 
adventure that charts a path from convention to find new solutions. Poetry is 
not a definitive answer, but it sets the direction in which the answer may be 
found through the ALPM process. The intent captures the collective 
imagination that will drive the efforts of the broader design team. The idea of 
entity starts to take shape, an ill-defined but emotive challenge to venture 
into the design process with the ambition for invention according to the 
specific circumstances of placemaking. At the completion of the Asking 
stage, the story will have a provisional title, two words out of the many from 
the quarry that best sum up the poetic intent. The combination may have 
come from different inferences from the disparate search of the pillars. The 
riddle may contain several separate provocations that will stimulate the 
Looking stage to match the vitality of words with visual inspiration (Frye, 
1973). The poetic intent should not be premeditated even though it may 
possess elements of the client’s original brief. It is not the target but sets the 
higher poetic aspiration for project achievements. From the values and ideas 
that have emerged, the poetic intent incorporates an ethical standpoint and 
an artistic stance to lift the poetic ambition beyond the prosaic needs and 
requirements.  
 
The pragmatic agenda sets the design objectives 

The pragmatic agenda is one of the critical outputs of the stage; it evolves 
through the interrogation of the brief tempered by evaluation to clarify project 
objectives. These objectives may also have been abstracted and translated 
into the story, but their defined role still needs to be verified. A well-crafted 
agenda will communicate and schedule out the legitimate reasoning behind 
the evolving project. A clear agenda sets the overall goals for the specific 
achievements of the design solution. The agenda sets the remit for change 
as it clearly states the task that the finished work should perform, as it 
converts multiple ideas into overall conceptual objectives. The agenda is the 
pragmatic drive that works in tandem with the abstract vehicle of the story. It 
is the architect's search for practicality with reassembling poetic priorities.  
 
The toolkit framework sets the design action plan; the agenda helps organise 
the workflow to achieve its creative endeavour of balancing client needs with 
the story’s unique artistic goal. The agenda resets and reframes the client 
brief with a higher architectural ambition. The investigation of Asking 
reframes the practical matters contained in the original brief. The mystery of 
creation is balanced by the need for the design process to succeed in its 
physical manifestation (Strenski, 1987). Innovation happens through the 
change of practical issues. The pragmatic agenda set by Asking can only 
hint at what these may be as it points towards the territory for further 
exploration. The abstraction of ideas within the riddle will be tested and 
brought to fruition as practical design manoeuvres that instil the poetic intent 
with the pragmatic delivery.    
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The riddle of Asking to be evolved by Looking  

The culmination of the Asking stage is a multifaceted riddle that sets the task 
of exploration for the Looking stage. The variance of themes within the riddle 
of the story cast a wide net for Looking’s search for inspiration. But in the 
broad research base, there is always an emphasis on the influence that will 
be specific to the exact conditions of each unique project. The contradictory 
directives between the wide and narrow path of exploration are also 
balanced by the duality of the poetic and pragmatic as the evolving story 
becomes a provocation to expand architecture’s horizon.        
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5.0 LOOKING  
 

 

Fig 5.1 Looking Diagram, From the riddle to the quests  
 

5.1 LOOKING FOR INSPIRATION  
 
Looking’s objective to expand the influences upon architecture   

The Looking stage finds new inspiration from new sources. The riddle 
instigates the innovative research of the Looking. The process is guided by 
the values within Asking’s quarry of words. Looking illustrates how different 
strands will develop the evolving story as it expands the visual territory of the 
project to bring in influences from beyond the field of architecture. In doing 
so, Looking helps to challenge and disrupt the conventional viewpoint, as it 
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makes architecture more responsive to the project’s specific circumstances. 
Whilst Asking clarifies the identity of what the subject matter ‘is’, Looking 
explores what it ‘does’. Through this functional and semantic understanding, 
the Looking stage finds parallel occurrences and similar behaviours or 
meanings as it moves laterally into other disciplines. The objective is that the 
architectural work should find original inspiration by making connections in 
the crossover of the unique project circumstances. 
 
The Looking diagram’s workflow to produce quests   

The Looking stage follows a similar process of creative expansion and critical 
contraction that led to the poignant riddle of Asking. Nature again comes first 
to add a priority. The investigation is aided by a series of protagonists within 
each pillar. As specialist outsiders enlarge the collaborative team and are 
chosen for their insight they will bring through the amplification of specific 
aspects of the individual pillars. Depending on the size, scope and type of 
project experts, real or imaginary, may need to be called into the 
collaboration as protagonists. Specialist outsiders can enlarge the 
collaborative team who are chosen for the insight they can bring through the 
amplification of specific aspects of the individual pillars. (Fig 5.1).  
 
The exploration phase of Looking inspires the design process, and its visual 
investigation informs the design language of the later stages. The evolution 
of the placemaking process grows out of focused research into nature and 
culture to produce a visual quarry of references. The Looking stage is not 
searching for a single clue; the creative investigation seeks multiple threads 
of enquiry that will lead to a multitude of interrelated but diverse themes.  
 
In the evaluation phase, the visual mapping of the themes from extensive 
research offers many perspectives and inspirational sources. The final 
protagonist of the Looking stage is the archetypal character of the detective. 
The visual quarry of information produced by exploratory research creates a 
wall of data, known as the sleuth’s wall. The system of values developed in 
Asking evolves through Looking to be used again as a critical tool. The 
provocation of the riddle assists in the critical evaluation and selection 
process. The evaluation phase of Looking amplifies and enriches the 
observations, deductions, and connections to build the story by delving into 
the pillars of placemaking. The storytelling output of the Looking stage is the 
production of a series of project-specific quests for the Playing stage.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5.2 STORYTELLING   
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Fig 5.2 After the fire, Patagonian Orchids bring the dead white woods to life 
2016 © Mike Tonkin 
 
5.2.1 THE STORY WITHIN THE LOOKING STAGE  

The evolution of the story as the goal of Looking   

The storytelling process of Looking begins with the task of deciphering the 
riddle of Asking. To achieve this, the Looking stage investigates the same 
three pillars of nature, people and place in finer detail through the eyes of 
different protagonists. The objective is to find connections that will inspire the 
design process through visual clues. Nature is positioned first to focus on the 
environmental priorities of the investigation. The story guides the creative 
research into different creative territories to broaden the scope of influences 
on architecture. By exploring nature and culture as a source of inspiration, 
Looking can bring new ideas to the creative forum. At the end of the Looking 
process, the poetic intent and pragmatic ambition will have given significant 
momentum to the story, to structure the form finding of Playing. Storytelling is 
the vehicle of Looking’s search for inspiration. A photograph that gave 
witness to rejuvenation after an environmental catastrophe, such as the 
wildfires of Torres Del Paine could instigate the beginning of a storyline (Fig 
5.2).       
 
5.2.2 STORY STRUCTURE 

Structure and technique within the storytelling methodology   

In the Looking stage, the story's plot is given greater detail and structure. 
The plot is embellished and taken forward as a series of quests that will be 
resolved through the form finding of the Playing stage. The ALPM storytelling 
methodology may have many of the same attributes as the classic ‘plot’ 
‘structure’ and ‘ingredients’ of a conventional story (Yorke, 2013). As Looking 
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is concerned with what the architecture ‘does’, the objective is to employ 
storytelling as a device to define the intention of building. The questions 
posed by the riddle are a catalyst to the story's development; they are not a 
proposition. The Looking stage structures the story's intent through a series 
of quests to be fulfilled by the design process.   
 
Quests establish the mission and intent of the project  

The quests produced by the Looking stage explore different facets of the 
riddle to set a series of objectives for the design team. These tasks define 
the story's mission and the project's poetic intent. In story terms, the quests 
dictate the plot. In a mythical tale, the quest to overcome difficult obstacles 
takes the story's character through some form of transformation. Each quest 
could suggest a worthy design direction and may become the heart of the 
story, but the choice is not made in Looking. The quests play out in the 
following two stages as possible scenarios that compete against each other 
for prominence. In folklore, the hero’s long and arduous journey may lead 
down many unfruitful paths; each teaches a life lesson that leads the 
protagonist in the right direction (Campbell, 2008). In ALPM, conceptual 
ideas compete for supremacy in an evolutionary design process where only 
the most appropriate ideas survive.   
 
The protagonist’s role in the storytelling process 

The role of the individual protagonist is to help the architect see the project in 
a precise manner. The combined input from the multitude of specialist 
protagonists helps the architect know the project from a broader and more 
holistic perspective.  
The protagonist aids the storytelling technique in serval different ways. They 
are a provocateur within the design process, exciting the team’s curiosity to 
lead the design adventure into unknown territory. The protagonists promote 
their perspectives to be heard and understood; they help to develop the 
argument within the story. As an outsider, they can also see themselves in 
the context of society as the end user, drawing empathy and sharing 
emotions about how they might experience and use the finished building. 
The protagonists can also be a champion for a cause and become central 
characters in the developing story, as a hero that the architect looks to for 
judgement (Campbell, 2008).  
 
Abstraction of nature and culture  

Each project created through the process of ALPM combines a raft of 
influences from nature and culture. Within the three pillars, the individual 
aspects heralded become the ingredients of the story. The melding of 
sources of inspiration from different roots ensures each project will have a 
unique identity. The amalgamation of influences of nature and culture can be 
seen in many forms of vernacular and classical architecture. Architects have 
become very accustomed to using these references from historical buildings 
somewhat uncritically (Harari, 2015). In ALPM, the blank sheet process digs 
into a subject matter to extract a new understanding through conscious 
recognition of actions within the design process. Using a story, the melding 
of influences can resonate with architecture’s ancient and timeless pedigree.   
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Beyond communication: the story as a vehicle  

In the Looking stage, the story illustrates the poetic intent. To make a story 
visual in people's minds, the process finds the appropriate medium to 
communicate the ideas and clarify the design direction. The story is more 
than a device of communication; it is a source of inspiration and guidance. 
The inspirational references selected in Looking’s research will guide the 
design direction as the vehicle of intent. Looking does not seek to make 
architectural references in the historicist sense; it uncovers cultural 
connections that will be transformed through the abstraction of the story into 
new forms of representation.    
 
Story’s role of performance in the competition process  

The story is a device to step away from the prosaic and leave restrictions 
behind, allowing architects to chase ideals that may otherwise seem 
foolhardy. In a competition, a series of insightful illustrations tell a story with 
little need for words, as the meaning unfolds across the combined intent of 
the images. The story is visualised to transform it into a performance of 
poetic intent.  
 
When Tonkin Liu tells a story as part of a competition interview, it is always 
the first part of the presentation. The illustrated story engages the panel and 
departs from the regular proceedings to give a fresh perspective to the 
discussion. The story persuades the competition jury to consider the 
proposal from first principles. Stories offer freedom in the interview situation, 
facilitate an escape from every day and help the jurors entertain creative 
ideas beyond the stated brief. By temporality allowing the consequences of 
the facts to be suspended, the abstraction of the performance of the story 
allows the poetic intent to become the main driver for the creative process.  
 
Language of words and images   

Looking seeks a strong relationship between the meaning inherent in the 
words and the visual references that have been selected. The process of 
Looking builds a visual language as a database for the project, and the 
quality of the images will directly correlate to the final language. Each 
graphical representation has the potential to distil an artistic or technical 
intent. The process of selecting suitable reference material brings visual 
language to the fore. An observation from Asking may be pivotal, but if it is 
not communicated in Looking, then the kernel of the idea may be lost. The 
critical processes of Looking need to be matched by the essential discipline 
of visual evaluation so that illustration echoes intent (Berger, 2008). 
 
Asking provides the captions and Looking selects the illustration. The caption 
may reunite the image with the idea that inspired the words, and it may also 
be a juxtaposition to allow an image to challenge the meaning of a word. The 
goal of Looking is for the illustrations to reference the sources of inspiration 
and the captions to deliver the poetic intent. 
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Storyboards illustrate the design intended   

The unfolding intent of the project can be set out as a storyboard, in much 
the same way that a filmmaker illustrates a series of ideas that will take place 
over time through episodes in the film. The narrative sequence of the plot 
can be amended and adapted to prioritise certain aspects of the story. 
Objectives can be shifted and amended as ideas are integrated, and the 
project direction evolves. By designing the ideal building experience through 
the story’s sequence, the Playing process is given a clear direction. Looking 
can suggest different nuances by illustrating the story’s intent on many 
different levels of experience. The storyboard provides the architecture with 
the potential to become a performance of social events in space, time, and 
sensory delight. The visual communication of the unfolding plot builds 
consciousness of the story’s direction for the design team (Yorke, 2013).       
 
5.2.3 STORY FORMATS  

Embracing myth within architecture of its time 

The ALPM methodology searches for a mythical story that assembles a 
collection of beliefs to evolve a new creation myth for each new project 
(Strenski, 1987). All architecture embodies the myth of the society that 
commissioned it. As beliefs change, architecture changes. If a society 
accepts the status quo and does not conceive the belief system of their time 
as a myth, then convention is taken as a representation of the truth. If 
architects believe that culture operates within flawed principles, they must 
strive to remake the myth to redefine the reality. ALPM’s placemaking 
endeavours to base each project on a set of values and beliefs that accord to 
the project circumstances and the needs of its time.  
There is also a correspondence of the ALPM process to the format of 
traditional myths; heroic people in particular places battle with the forces of 
nature to overcome adversity. The architects' mythical challenge is to contest 
the validity of conventions and chart the course of the story of their time.   
    
Epic allegories and division of multiple tasks  

Larger allegorical works deliver a commentary on the belief system and 
political basis of society. These lengthy works become epic stories, long 
sagas with many episodes to achieve many goals. Each encounter attempts 
to resolve a new problem; each is a mini quest within the larger epic. The 
quest in the traditional allegory breaks down the more prominent story into a 
small set of sub-stories to make individual commentaries on separate moral 
points. The production of a large building is a task equivalent to writing an 
epic novel; division and subdivision within an overall framework ensure the 
central message can be supported by the subsidiary messages (Booker, 
2007).  
 
In Looking, there are multiple strands to the storyline; these go on to prompt 
options in formal arrangements and may come back as smaller ideas to 
support the main idea. In the same way that an episode in an epic supports 
the general argument, the ideas that have descended down the hierarchical 
list of priorities can still have validity in helping the central concept.  
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Short stories and the tradition of innocence   

Simple allegorical tales borrow a system of relationships to tell a 
transformative tale. Shorter forms of allegory are often cast deceptively as 
naïve tales, a simple story that may carry a more complex meaning. The 
childlike innocence and unsuspecting characters in a story invite the listener 
to forget their prejudice and allow themselves to shift perspective. Looking 
ends with a short, illustrated story that will develop and change as the 
interrelated quests jostle for hierarchy and prominence. The allegorical story 
has the potential to become a miniature manifesto that infers a 
transformation from one state to another through the amplification of a 
particular characteristic.  
 
Fables of nature focus on moral guidance  

A fable is a short fictional interpretive genre; it uses natural subject matters 
as a vehicle to deliver a metaphorical story. These transformations from one 
reality to another allow the fable to challenge authority while providing a 
moral message. The abstraction of nature within the fable can disarm the 
listener, who is then given the option to suspend their cynicism and hear the 
message compassionately and without prejudice. Fables classically use 
animals as characters to play out human dilemmas and convey messages 
about humanity. Fables animate inanimate subjects by giving them emotion 
and a lifeforce. The lateral manoeuvrer into the natural subject matter allows 
the fabulist to make a moral and political commentary that challenges the 
mythical bases of society. An architect can become a fabulist when they are 
willing to challenge authority and embrace the fantastical.  
 
Values within human relationships  

The parable is a short and succinct tale, like a fable, but the subject matter is 
human relationships rather than nature. As a literary device, the parable 
imparts a simple principle to define a meaning rather than the more complex 
and extended allegorical epic. In the Looking stage, the illustrated story can 
be seen as a modern form of an ancient parable. In cultural terms, it sits 
between the painted walls of the ancient temple adorned with religious 
instruction and the modern comic strip that challenges contemporary 
conventions. The format of the parable has been used by religious and 
political bodies to tell stories that illustrate worthy moral principles. The 
meaning of a parable is more explicit than the hidden meaning in the fable. 
For architects, it delivers a message about how people should behave and 
interact with each other.  
 
The parable states the value that will guide behaviour and suggests the best 
way to reinforce relationships. As well as a social message, the parable is an 
appropriate format to reaffirm a belief system. In the current time, it can 
become a mechanism to draw attention to and give guidance on 
environmental issues. The focus on relationships helps the story progress to 
the Playing stage when human interaction informs spatial arrangements. 
Many ALPM stories are between a fable and parable, as they use natural 
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archetypes that focus on human relationships with both nature-driven and 
social objectives.   
 
Storytelling sets the course for design  

As was seen in the Singing Ringing Tree case study (see Chapter 3), Asking 
and Looking work as a pair, as do Playing and Making. The first two stages 
set the course of the process of form finding in Playing and continue their 
creative influences into the experiments with material and technique in 
Making. Without the briefing from Asking and Looking, the specificity of the 
pillars of particularity would not have resonance. Form finding and 
construction techniques would be in danger of becoming extensions of 
traditional procedures that could be generic in their process and output. The 
clues highlighted and developed by the protagonists are pulled together 
through the keen eye of the detective into the amalgamated threads 
embedded within the quests. Looking sends into Playing this unique set of 
ambitions as aspirational principles searching for higher ideals. The Story of 
Looking does not define the solution; it steers the course for design direction 
in Playing.   
 

5.3 COLLABORATION   
 
5.3.1 COLLECTIVE RESEARCH  

Collaborative Looking for expansive research  

The collaboration within Looking expands upon the poetic and pragmatic 
directives of Asking with an expanded team. The team aims to find 
inspiration beyond the normal bounds of architecture, to illustrate the 
emerging story with a visual language that leads toward appropriate form. 
This section discusses the relationship of collaboration within Looking to the 
proceeding and following collaborations to put the collective research work 
into context. The advantages of specialist collaborators and divergent 
sources are also outlined. The collaborative working method serves the 
cause of innovation, as the finished results benefit from a holistic view of the 
architectural project. 
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Fig 5.3 Tramlines Turin. Collective learning through exploration, student trip 
2014 © Mike Tonkin 
 
Asking and Looking’s interconnected relationship  

In the Looking stage, collaborative research seeks to broaden the sphere of 
influence over the design process to bring fresh inspiration by engaging with 
a broader perspective of the team. During Asking, the poetic format of the 
riddle and the logical directive of the pragmatic agenda come from a 
philosophically oriented questioning process through group dialogue. The 
collaborative action of Looking requires group communication and individual 
research work. The emerging themes of Asking will have already conjured 
images in the team’s minds; the words give a format to the research as they 
also start the overlapping process of addressing the verbal question with a 
visual answer. The collaborative team engaged in the Looking stage have a 
common goal to expand the field of influence by translating the words from 
Asking into a visual quarry. Student year group or unit trips and days out on 
site with the design team become opportunities to discuss what themes 
members see emerging by immersing themselves in the character of a place, 
such as 2014-unit trip to Turin (Fig 5.3).   
 
5.3.2 COLLABORATIVE PHASES   

Early engagement of consultants and specialists  

Having redefined the original brief through Asking, the inception stage that 
provides the project's strategic briefing is complete. The collaborative act of 
Looking begins with an accumulation of inspiring information to build upon 
and share with an expanding collaborative team. Although the stages of 
ALPM do not directly correlate to the RIBA work stages (RIBA Plan of Work, 
2022), the Looking Stage can be broadly seen as a creative expansion of the 
activities that are undertaken in RIBA Stage 1 ‘Preparation and Briefing’. In 
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the Plan of Work the consultant design team only expands after RIBA Stage 
1, when the first design exercises are commenced in RIBA stage 2 of 
‘concept design’. In the Looking stage, ALPM encourages the client to 
engage the consultants early in the workshops and expand the collective to 
include specialists who will bring a fresh perspective.  
 
Production and presentation of collaborative process  

Looking assembles the expanded collective beyond the client and studio 
team, and an initial workshop shares the products of Asking. The Riddle 
format provides an engaging starting point for collaborative discussion. 
Background research from the studio team will also be presented as visual 
information, including maps and a brief local history to contextualise the 
project. These all feed into the process of visualising the project’s founding 
essence. The team is divided to undertake the role of various protagonists. 
This will include a mixture of further individual research studies and site 
studies that engage in mapping exercises of the various guises. The team 
reassembles, and the amassed research is visually presented to the 
collaborative team for the process of evaluation and selection. The outcome 
of the coordinated approach ensures a broad cultural view with insightful 
glimpses into specialist subjects, and the clear communication of Looking’s 
production ensures that the research presented will increase the innovation 
potential.  
 
5.3.3 SPECIALIST COLLABORATORS 

Expanding collaboration to include specialist knowledge  

The reason to expand the collaborative team beyond the usual group of 
engineers, project managers and consultants is to bring new knowledge and 
inspiration to the field at an early stage, under the division of the three pillars. 
For the nature pillar, specialists such as local ecology or biodiversity experts 
might be invited. For the people pillar, the team investigates who might have 
helpful contacts within networks of local communities. For the place pillar, the 
search for specialist knowledge of the cultural history or an understanding of 
local conditions of the specific site provides the team access to information 
that is otherwise difficult to find. As the consultants become more closely 
acquainted with the creative thrust of the project, they become part of the 
shared aspiration to move towards innovative solutions by going beyond the 
formulation of conventional practice. Everyone benefits by involving the 
whole team in the exciting discovery process, learning fresh knowledge, and 
orchestrating new design aspirations. The collective design process creates 
goodwill to spur a closely knit collaborative spirit that strives to expand the 
boundary of architecture.    
 
Diverse contributions for specialist techniques    

Together the team ensures that the collaboration will produce a diverse 
range of possible instigators for the next Stages. Although the Making Stage 
may be some way ahead, opportunities for specialist construction methods 
often grow out of the Looking stage, as research into parallel disciplines 
provides exciting pointers. Specialist fabricators with relevant knowledge can 
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add detail to the study and give early insight into the feasibility of possible 
procurement and construction techniques. For example, the discovery of the 
method that gave birth to Shell Lace Structures came from a cursory 
knowledge of tailoring to make three-dimensional forms from flat materials. 
By bringing a fashion designer with pattern cutting skills into the team, the 
technique quickly accelerated as it took on new knowledge of craft 
techniques to make strong and cost-effective forms in Shell Lace Structures.  
 
Public consultation as a source  

The ALPM placemaking methodology digests and translates cultural 
references as it connects People to Place within Nature. When working 
within the public realm, the process is broadened to interface and learn from 
the needs and desires of the end users through the consultation process. 
The insight provided by the consultation feeds into the methodology, to aid 
the understanding of the needs and desires of the community. The 
storytelling method encourages dialogue. 
 

5.4 SCOPE  
 
5.4.1 REASONS  

New solutions through research in practice  

Without the probing enquiry of Asking, the extensive research of Looking 
would have no specific targets. Research within academia has time and 
commitment as advantages. Research within practice needs to have a 
different attitude due to financial constraints. One of the objectives of ALPM 
is to bring research into general practice, to bring about innovation in the 
collaborative environment of the design studio. The procedure of the toolkit 
acts as a prompt to initiate innovative research. It provides a practical 
mechanism to coordinate the work streams through group participation to 
seek out new sources of relevant and appropriate information. The study is 
always targeted and specific to each new project. The constraints of private 
practice are very different from theoretical student work with no onus on 
delivery. Research within practices, particularly Small to Medium Enterprises 
(SMEs), is driven by the commercial imperative for speed and efficiency, 
balanced by the desire to produce relevant and responsive outcomes that 
pursue originality.   
 
ALPM looks to find new solutions, to bring about innovation. The Looking 
process provides an inspirational reference, to guide design direction and 
define a linguistic territory for the formal exploration of design alternatives in 
Playing. The research of Looking also inspires the exploration of materials 
and techniques in Making. 
 
Art practice guides architectural practice  

ALPM embraces the tools of the artist. The observation, insight, exploration, 
and delivery through artefacts establish the artist’s particular viewpoint. Art 
fundamentally interrogates the basis of a subject matter. Works of art are 
cultural devices that help society move away from the conventional 
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understanding. It is the role of art to challenge and provoke, to make 
individuals comprehend a subject in an entirely new way. The toolkit of the 
architect should hold the same ambition. Through observation, insight and 
action, architects can respond to changes within society and, in doing so, 
employ the advantages of art practice. To innovate within the procedures of 
practice, architects need to embrace the open and challenging processes of 
the artist. The stages of ALPM embrace the freedom of art practice, 
particularly through Looking, when the necessity to think outside of the 
ordinary is needed to redefine the problem to strive beyond conventional 
solutions.  
 
Lateral thinking at the root of the imagination  

Lateral thinking is often aided by images that bear similarities to its subject 
matter. In the Looking stage, similes can be employed as devices to project 
into new territory. Conventional research relies on the recorded work of 
others as a starting point for design initiatives. This may be efficient, but it 
quickly closes the possibilities by prescribing the established expert position 
(De Bono, 2014). Through discussion that allows a free association to take 
place, the collective can soon make new connections and linkages following 
cultural threads such as the source and processing of a material, its route 
towards manufacture and production, on its way to becoming a cultural 
entity. An example of how lateral thinking informed and then gave focus to 
the story is provided in the Singing Ringing Tree case stud; the Panopticon 
competition brief called for artwork about appreciating the view. The hilltop 
site's highly windy and foggy nature suggested that sound may be just as 
important if not more important than sight.   
 
5.4.2 MEDIUM 

Values expressed in visual language  

Architects see through the eyes of their time and their future perspective is 
determined by the evolving values of it. It is not difficult to agree on the 
matters that should determine future endeavours, but to give expression and 
form to these values is more challenging. To put the values into perspective, 
the process needs to go back to the beginning of a subject matter to find 
meaning and be conscious of the relationship between reading the visual 
language and understanding its meaning. To achieve a better correlation 
between idea and imagery, the Looking process goes back to basics to 
understand how to shape expression in response to context and values.  
 
Multiple threads of inspiration to inform design  

The division and subdivision of everyday subject matter throughout the 
investigation broadens the scope for design exploration. Looking provides 
the similes that guide the creative journey. This is then contracted through 
the evaluation of the research, selection, and translation to an abstracted 
format to make a series of separate investigations within the Looking stage. 
The outcome of this process of expansion, contraction and abstraction is a 
series of different branching threads of research. The intention of the diverse 
array of creative endeavours is a venture into various fields of influence that 
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may become the core of the story, or they may come together to give form to 
different components of the project. They will progress to instigate various 
design alternatives in the Playing stage. One facet of the story may be about 
the journey through the building; another may lead to the archetypal ideal of 
shelter, another to the way the building integrates with the elements. By 
establishing hierarchy and giving prominence to the emerging threads, ALPM 
creates the workflow for the Playing stage. Looking goes beyond analysis 
into the process of synthesis, fusing diverse influences from research to find 
new inspiration.  
 
Innovation as the aspiration  

Originality should not be pursued for its own sake; the endeavour should be 
about betterment in some form, within the pillars of nature, people, or place. 
Innovation can often dwell within the constraints of a project. This can remain 
unearthed and unconnected by the architect if they do not go beyond the 
acceptable standards from the past. Allegiance to pre-existing notions of 
acceptable norms will not bring about innovation. To find new solutions to the 
unique problems of their time, architects need to look for new sources of 
inspiration to bring new ideas to the design debate.    
 
5.4.3 METHODS 

Expanding architecture’s sphere of influences   

Practice-based research in an SME must be swift and efficient. There is no 
room for cynicism in the creative environment. To reach the goal of 
innovation, the means of inspiration begins with individuals, the team and the 
information within them that can be conveniently accessed. When ALPM 
finds a significant strand of inspiration, the practice can invest in chasing the 
subject, and learning, as the team works within the limited resources of time.   
 
Personal experience as a shared source of inspiration  

First-hand experience is paramount in the practice’s drive to return to first 
principles at the beginning of each new project. Individuals empathise 
through personal experience, giving weight to a unique creative imperative 
over knowledge learnt from others. In placemaking terms, knowledge 
recorded and documented by others is merely borrowed; until experienced 
first-hand it has less creative validity, without ownership empathy is 
challenging.  
 
In Looking, team members should share the relevant experiences that will 
provide integrity to the observations and principles learnt. Team members 
who find the open group discussions of Asking challenging, often add 
surprising insight when they overcome their inhibitions and pursue research 
based on their own experience. In this way, Looking benefits from the 
expansive aspects of an open communal discussion and the particularities 
that come from each group member. The individual brings their cultural 
background as a source to draw upon, and one person’s experience can 
become another person’s discovery.  
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Protagonists of the storytelling methodology   

The storytelling technique of ALPM uses the research device of multiple 
protagonists to expand the creative territory, through expert powers of 
perception that respond to themes within the emerging story (Yorke, 2013). 
The protagonists of the toolkit represent a general view of the subjects of 
nature, people, and place. They offer a starting point for the subdivision and 
investigation of each subject. The list of Looking protagonists is amended to 
suit each projects specific circumstances; specialists can be brought to meet 
the project's peculiarities. In the Singing Ringing Tree case study, working 
with a musician became necessary when sound had been pinpointed as an 
area for investigation. In smaller projects with greater financial constraints, 
role-playing sometimes fulfils the function of the protagonist. On larger 
projects, the protagonist can be experts in the field who are able to bring 
their specialist knowledge to the fore. By working with, or entering, the minds 
of others, the storytelling collaboration feeds multiple and diverse 
observations into the creative quarry of Looking.  
 
Within the pillars of nature, people and place, the protagonists take separate 
facets of the project’s circumstances together with the virtues of their 
expertise to discover crucial information that others would not uncover. The 
technique grew out of questioning how characters, such as a farmer or a 
physicist, might respond to a specific situation. By consciously stepping 
outside the architectural profession's mindset, different value systems and 
alternative rationales can be brought into play. This observation from an 
outsider can change the team’s position to a completely different theoretical 
perspective. 
 
The production of information from Looking’s protagonist will inform the 
design process of Playing and Making. Visual communication and data will 
inform the poetic inspiration through lateral translation, and the pragmatic 
needs through qualitative and quantitative information.   
 
The riddle as the provocation for exploration  

The riddle carries the provocation of Asking with its quarry of themes and 
values into the transformative process of Looking (Frye, 1973). Facets of the 
evolving story will be amplified by the exploration research and translated 
into quests for the design process to fulfil. The architect’s role is to respond 
to the Riddle and coordinate the group action of the collective team, including 
the assembled protagonists. In the guise of both poet and pragmatist, the 
architect will be listening and watching, awaiting triggers that instigate 
creative manoeuvres. With their combined tools of similes and metaphors, 
the story tests similar fields with connections that abstract the subject into a 
visual representation.  
 

5.5 NATURE 
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5.5.1 NATURE PILLAR RESEARCH  

Exploration of the nature pillar  

 

Fig 5.4 Rock burials, Sulawesi, Indonesia. Culture embracing nature       
1993 © Mike Tonkin 
 
Championing the cause of deep respect for nature is central to the design 
process. The scientific background of the protagonists does not preclude 
their input from being absorbed on an artistic level, as the disciplines 
cooperate with the creative process of placemaking (Rudofsky, 1988). In 
Looking, art-based forms of investigation aid storytelling by combining 
analysis with synthesis in an active approach to research. The cohesive 
action of the investigations encourages the examination of nature, and 
portrayal of nature’s phenomena, through artistic distillation into a visual 
medium. The toolkit puts forward a suggested collection of four nature 
protagonists; this list can be adapted and changed to suit the project's 
particulars. The interface of nature with culture exists in many places. 
Experience of some of the more extreme examples, such as the rock burial 
of Sulawesi, broadens the outlook of the whole team (Fig 5.4). 
 
Focus on nature for poetic distillation  

By focusing on nature, the design process can bring natural phenomena into 
the storytelling process. Through field studies in Looking and first-hand 
accounts of place, the most characteristic local element become apparent. 
The wind on the top of a hill, the rain in a flooded courtyard, or the dappled 
light animated by the breeze can all be emphasised to amplify an experience 
in the story. Rain, water, snow, ice, wind, cooling breeze, bright sun, dappled 
light, and the darkness of shadows can captivate and become a nature 
focused subject matter (Tanizaki, 1977). The focus on a single element in 
Looking helps amplify the poetic sensibility; the distillation of multiple 
available senses heightens awareness of one purpose. Be it sight, sound, 
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taste, scent, or touch, Looking is interested in sensory stimulation and how 
activates deeper primal reactions.  
 
Learning from nature to innovate with technique  

The nature protagonists aid the process of learning from nature and guide 
the story through the recognisable characteristics of nature’s form and 
technique. For example, the strength of the thin corrugated mollusc shell that 
informed the development of the shell lace technique (Liu and Tonkin, 2014). 
Through time and particular conditions, the study of nature outlines the 
potential for new creative relationships. The story of Looking takes up the 
task of learning from nature's systems and efficient construction techniques 
that are economical with material and energy. The principles behind the 
invention of Shell Lace were informed by valuable input from shell 
morphologists at the Natural History Museum. The protagonists of nature 
lead the way for architects into the natural world to find project-specific 
inspiration. 
 
5.5.2 NATURE PROTAGONISTS  

The Geologist abridges deep time  

The geologist tells the team about the quality of the land; they bring a long-
term perspective, so they are best placed to commence the exploration of 
nature. The emphasis is on the formation of the physical context and its 
geological relationship to the surrounding landscape. The visceral nature of 
the land and the unseen geology of deep time can be brought to life by the 
geologist. As well as helping to delve into the poetry of the natural setting, 
the geologist helps to collate topographic and geological data that guides the 
pragmatic design of earthworks, foundations, and structures. Contoured line 
drawings of surfaces, cross sections of subsurface layers, and the essence 
of the material that defines the site all build a picture of nature.  
 
The Ecologist inspects local lifeforms 

The ecologist informs the team of the biological life of the land and the 
relationship to the environmental agenda that is paramount for the team’s 
response to climate change. Natural abundance and diversity are the 
objectives as the crisis is tackled with expert advice. The ecologist’s 
inspection, recording and cataloguing of the traces of natural phenomena 
amplify the site’s unique qualities. The ecologist looks for the cycle of small-
scale events that take place over the differing conditions of the day and the 
seasons. Nature is assessed, and projections are made (Benyus, 2002). The 
logging of species, charts and diagrams of interrelated systems inspire the 
team to consider patterns of natural behaviour and the cycle of change over 
time. The drawings and mapping of analysis aid the process of synthesis, 
while the cuttings and specimens provide local clues that inspire. To take on 
the ecologist's view is to frame and become part of a holistic natural world.  
 
The Biologist provides lessons of system and technique  

The biologist teaches architects about systems within nature that relate to 
the project circumstances. They also provide details of the natural organisms 
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that may be of broader interest, less about the specifics of the site and more 
about specific aspects of nature as an educational source. Through the 
biologist, the team can learn principles from natural specimens’ physical 
evolutionary development. The biologist’s examinations encourage architects 
to learn through doing, magnifying nature's principles to allow the translation 
of biological examples to be reinterpreted in built form. The inspection tools 
of the biologist can take architects through magnification to another inspiring 
world of scale and detail. The information medium of the biologist ranges 
from anatomical drawings of a dissection to electron microscope images. 
Botanical and anatomical line drawings suggest language and proportion, 
and physical specimens provide physiological lessons. The biologist reveals 
a vast spectrum of systems and forms, giving inspiration and direction for the 
architect seeking inspiration from the natural world.  
 
The Climatologist teaches an awareness and a response   

The climatologist raises awareness of the elements and aids in 
understanding the changing cycles of the weather. Climate scientists have 
become the reporting agents of the evolving relationship with the planet, 
alerting architects to the news of humanity’s detrimental impact and raising 
environmental awareness. The ambition to frame the elements of nature 
relies on forecasting and understating the changing patterns and behaviour 
of the elements. All scales of climatic information can inspire designers. 
From the global satellite images of a storm’s progression to the ice ball 
production in a hail stone, each yields stories of nature’s physical laws. The 
climatologist uses amassed data over time; these indications give a quantum 
to the oscillation of the extremes that the world is now facing. Looking helps 
to use the subject of weather as an educational tool to help shift lifestyle 
choices toward more sustainable models and encourage resilience to 
catastrophic weather events. Solar paths, lunar paths and tidal charts 
provide inspiration and constants. Charts expressing rainfall, temperature, 
and daylight levels give the information architects need to balance the 
interior environment with climatic conditions (Heschong, 1979). The 
climatologist helps in visualising the invisible natural forces on the site.  
 

5.6 PEOPLE  
 
5.6.1 PEOPLE PILLAR RESEARCH  

Exploration of the people pillar  

The Looking stage researches the people involved in the project, the clients, 
and the end-users and assesses the project's relationship to broader society. 
Asking examined people according to the groups to which they belong. In 
Looking, ALPM examines the culture of people through the eyes of different 
protagonists to suggest ways to illustrate the emerging story. The riddle may 
touch on the conundrum faced by the people concerned; Looking also 
investigates the contradictions as clues often lie within the project’s seeming 
unresolvedly issues. On the positive side, the research of Looking strives for 
the ingenuity to respond to people’s desires and aspirations, unearthing 
interesting sources of inspiration that will lead to exciting design alternatives. 
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The relationships between people are observed to understand how the 
building should work as a human experience, human to human, human to 
nature and human to place. The four protagonists for the people pillar in the 
toolkit have been chosen to be both valuable and complementary in order to 
bring a broad remit to the social investigation and a well-rounded cultural 
view. 
 
Science and art within human behaviour  

The scientific basis of the people protagonists is tempered by art practice of 
storytelling within the human sciences. People within ALPM’s story may be 
fictional, like the man walking his dog who unwittingly leads the way to the 
Singing Ringing Tree. They may be a response to a someone involved in the 
project: the rituals of the client’s life, for example, maybe something to 
embrace formally. Or they may be propositional for how people may respond 
to the user experience. Through Asking, the process gains an understanding 
of people's conscious and subconscious objectives. In Looking, the 
protagonists added detail and visual reference and moved the story forward 
while projecting an ideal destiny. The people's behaviour leads to the 
ritualisation of objects within the story (Attenborough, 1979). The use of the 
story also allows the process of abstraction. Through personification, 
architects can imbue inanimate objects with personal objectives. The 
ambition to make a work of architecture that has a personality opens the 
door to the building possessing interactive qualities.   
 
5.6.2 PEOPLE PROTAGONISTS 

The Anthropologist uncovers meaning within culture   

Anthropologists articulate evidence and demonstrate the cultural expressions 
of humans by Looking at cultural beginnings. They help architects 
understand the viewpoint of the individual and the group's hierarchy within 
the cultural whole. With their ability to examine and decipher the language of 
visual communication, anthropologists uncover the meanings behind 
customs and rituals, indicating parallels between the ancient, past, and 
modern trends. They help the process of ALPM glimpse people’s motivations 
and clarify the meanings expressed within existing situations (Strenski, 
1987). The Anthropologists encourage fieldwork that immerses the design 
team within the examined culture. Through this immersion in culture, it is 
possible to learn of norms and values, so the team can assimilate diverse 
cultural positions (Waterson, 1990). Through interviews, discussions and 
cataloguing of actions, architects build up a picture of behaviour within user 
groups. To capture the evidence, there is much to learn from the signs that 
already exist in the culture of people in specific places. The anthropologist 
encourages architects to look more closely in order to understand the 
poignant moments in human behaviour (Heschong, 1979). Comprehending 
the various connections through cultural observation takes the team from 
individual reflection to broader comprehension, to interrogate culture and 
illustrate the society of their time.   
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The Sociologist contextualises relationships  

The sociologist puts the architect's creative endeavour into the broader 
context of society. They emphasise the role of people and consider the 
impact of design intentions on them. Through their understanding, ALPM 
gains access to knowledge of the networks and hierarchies that hold 
communities together. The sociologist encourages a compassionate and 
nurturing position to engage social associations through placemaking. The 
actions of practice can respond to issues of inequality and ethnic diversity to 
bring social identity and cohesion into the debate, as architects pursue a 
fairer society. The demographics of education, gender and age all call for 
attention within the architecture field, as architects respond to needs, values 
and socioeconomic consequences. The sociologist gives guidance on the 
value systems that respond to changes in social order and hierarchy. Their 
methods of social investigation range from observational surveys and 
experimental fieldwork to statistical analysis, as they test theoretical stances 
in response to real social issues. The sociologist helps ALPM understand 
relationships and map social structures that may be particular to specific 
communities to identify the unique characteristics of users.    
 
The Psychologist deciphers meaning in emotion  

Emotions are the domain of the psychologist, and they bring rationalism to 
decipher the hidden cultural meanings behind the symbols of society (Jung, 
1990). To architecture, they provide a psychological reading of existing 
spaces and the projection of an emotional profile on proposed spatial 
sequences. To aid the placemaking process of Looking, the psychologist 
helps reveal the motivations and aspirations of the people chasing dreams 
by putting the client on a metaphorical couch. The goal is for buildings that 
aid wellbeing and yield psychological contentment. As a protagonist, the 
psychologist uncovers nuances that may not have been stated but need to 
be addressed; the psychologist makes connections between the conscious 
and the subconscious. In Looking, they demystify the repeated patterns 
within archetypes and symbols that have become the expression of collective 
meaning. The psychologist’s probing conversations and subtle observations 
reveal the reasoning behind emotional positions.  
 
The process of revelation serves the methodology in the search for a new 
version of the truth. Mapping emotions in existing spaces touches on the 
quasi-world of the Feng Shui master; as architects endeavour to produce 
emotionally charged spaces, they need to be awake to these hidden forces. 
Coloured drawings that trace positive and negative feelings become a 
testimony to the mystical aspects of spaces that professionals often 
overlook. As a protagonist, the psychologist brings emotions to life, by 
revealing what exists deep within individuals. Architects need to transcend 
surface appearance and access the cross-cultural, timeless aspects of 
archetypes, to bring the language of ancient myths to modern individuals.   
 
The Inventor sets ambition for the imagination   

The inventor helps architects discover the path that leads to innovation. They 
believe in analysing the current situation, evaluating what could be improved, 
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dismantling factors that determine the outcomes and reinventing the process 
according to a critical ambition. They believe in the journey of discovery and 
the need for comprehension on multiple levels. In Looking, ALPM seeks their 
initiative in examining processes, their broad scope of technical knowledge 
and the creative connections between the two. As a protagonist, the inventor 
encourages the team to understand its subject on a fundamental level, to 
question and comprehend. They encourage the team to go beyond 
conventional solutions to find imaginative new formulations. The inventor 
suggests examining processes rather than existing products, giving the team 
the confidence to explore ideas unconstrained by precedent. The inventor 
brings expertise in deconstruction and reconstruction. The inventor 
encourages an understanding of the latest advances in technology in a wide 
variety of fields as they promote a logical, creative argument. Ingenuity is the 
virtue that gives inventors resourcefulness; they define, comprehend, and 
amend. The inventor’s mantra is what is it, what does it do, how does it work, 
and how can I improve it. The inventor sets the ambition for the imagination 
in the following explorations of Playing and Making.  
 
 
 
 

5.7 PLACE  
 
5.7.1 PLACE PILLAR RESEARCH 

Exploration of the place pillar  

Place sets the story of people in nature, and it is the canvas for the tableau 
of placemaking. The place protagonists delve into the facets of the riddle that 
call for further detail, thorough examination of the specific factors of place. 
The evidence they uncover and collect helps the team understand the unique 
properties of a particular point on the map, aiding speculation and 
comprehending constraints. To integrate the environmental, social, and 
constructional needs, they help set and define the project parameters. Each 
of the place protagonists brings a powerful technique to probe the site's 
uniqueness. To uncover the spirit of place, they decipher the mystical along 
with the practical, encouraging an imaginative interrogation in their 
investigative field. The story’s setting comes from the place pillar. The 
understanding of the story of place emerges in Asking through the 
investigation of the physical and cultural characteristics of location and type. 
In Looking, the protagonists delve deep into these defining factors of place to 
illustrate the evolving story. 
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Fig 5.5 The Watchtower, Mukalla, Yemen. Message and identity in place, 
1997 © Mike Tonkin 
 
Amplifying the identity of place 

The place in the story becomes an amplification of the ideal of the best 
possible solution for the specific circumstances. The setting in the classic 
tale defines a backdrop, but in ALPM, the background wants to become the 
foreground; it is the subject of the architect’s placemaking endeavour. Every 
place has a predominant characteristic that gives it a current identity. The 
story can go back to the idea of a place's origin and propose how it may 
again become part of the culture of a place (Waterson, 1990). Alternatively, 
the story can find an entirely new identity according to the clues within the 
project’s needs. Examples of existing structures that amplify the identity of 
place, such as the watch towers of Mukalla serve the team as marks of 
distinction (Fig 5.5). 
 
5.7.2  PLACE PROTAGONISTS 

The Historian records clues from the past  

The historian helps architects look back in time. The importance of a place's 
history rises with its cultural significance. In placemaking, taking history too 
literally tends to restrain creativity as conservative forces come to bear, 
becoming a hindrance to the idea of innovation. ALPM strives to look beyond 
the obvious and search for the hidden nuances of place. Historians engage 
with the human factors within the chronicle of events, to find inspiring clues 
that will amplify the existing condition to give distinction to future 
experiences. For architects, the documentation of the site’s maps is the most 
conventional form of historical research. Layered maps of time speak of the 
accumulation of history and development of settlement to give the place a 
sense of archaeological depth. Beyond old maps, old photos, found objects 
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and artefacts give clues of past habitation within the contemporary context to 
give the observant visitor a record. Old photos or newspaper clippings talk 
about the character of a place that may have been lost. The evidence may 
be the beginning of a story or may inform a response that frees a place form 
the clutches of history, by providing clues for its liberation.  
 
The Photographer as the salient observer of the present  

The photographer frames the world as a moment caught; captured in time as 
an image; they are the hunters of the art world. The photographer is 
concerned with the present; the precise moment is as important as the 
subject matter. As a protagonist, the photographer is also a selector; the 
story begins with the choice of subject and the skill of composing a narrative. 
The observant eye scours a place for clues; as a protagonist, the 
photographer seeks relationships that others would not see.  
 
Time is crucial because it controls light, and a photo holds a fragment of 
time. The photographer witnesses incidents and encounters in the life span 
of a place at a specific moment in a day. The photographer searches 
thematically to empirically immerse themself in a place in time. This creative 
protagonist nudges the team into seeing something that brings the qualities 
of the site to life.  
 
The usefulness of the image may come when the photo is viewed again as a 
detached illustration. Separated from context, the photograph takes on board 
a new life and may be seen in an entirely new abstract way, something felt 
but not fully seen. With the reseeing of the same photo, an image becomes a 
memory of a moment. The original experience is revised and revisited. 
Editing a photograph compounds a sense of place and helps the 
placemaking by reconstructing the site in a new light.  
 
A vast collection of abstract ideas within photographs forms an image bank 
that feeds the memory and the designer's intuition. Editing and sorting the 
photography is as important as the moment of Looking, rejecting photos that 
just offer information and selecting pictures that interrogate place and tell a 
story. The keen eye that captures the spirit of place demonstrates the 
explanatory power of the simple photograph. It is not the quality of the picture 
that counts but the quality of the looking. Good photos always tell a story of a 
place.  
 
The Economist and the verification of value  

The economist as a protagonist helps balance financial, social, and 
environmental aspects that make up the sphere of value. The profession of 
architecture is linked to the value their spaces ultimately provide, the 
economist deals in limitations and potential worth. If the architect is aware of 
the restrictions, they will also understand where the project’s potential may 
reside; value is the main driver, and early appraisal steers the client’s 
expectations. To go beyond norms and bring the entrepreneurial side of the 
project, the team must look for creative opportunities.  
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Architects have a duty of care to ensure that they deliver the best value.  
They work closely with the client to see value through their eyes, stepping 
towards achieving this objective. The economist, as a protagonist, helps set 
priorities and streamline the ambition. Spreadsheets are more often a tool of 
constraint, but with the right team and attitude towards value-added 
innovation, financial management can bring projects to fruition. The goal of 
bringing the economic mindset into the creative process is to bring 
sustainability to the fore, to link economy and beauty, and to optimise value 
with minimum cost.  
 
The Urbanist and the broader cultural context  

The urbanist encourages architects to contemplate their actions in a broader 
strategic relationship to the city. They bring an understanding of settlement 
patterns from a working knowledge of the infrastructure of human 
demographics. In Looking, they focus the attention on the city’s layers of 
functionality as they align and order the collective environmental, social, and 
financial needs. The urbanist positions the project in the broader cultural 
context as part of the framework that makes up the fabric of society, the 
interconnected networks that bring vibrancy and identity to a place; looking 
through the urbanist’s eyes at movement and time, at legibility and 
permeability to understand the human scale of settlement patterns.  
 
Architects study urban morphology as a balancing act of density. The 
urbanist sees layers of physical and cultural connections that map the urban 
medley in the search for a sustainable correlation between life, work, and 
play. ALPM challenges the validity of the existing urban system and aspires 
to urban ideals of the human-scale city. Looking brings the green agenda to 
cities, to put living with nature at the heart of architects’ endeavours, nature 
in the city and the city as part of human nature.  
 

5.8 EVALUATION  
 
5.8.1 THE FINAL PROTAGONIST 

Searching for truth through conflicting factors   

In the evaluation phase of Looking, ALPM assesses and selects from a 
range of research streams to find the most inspiring design trajectories. 
Looking has expanded the area of influence to ensure that the sources will 
reach beyond the scope of standard architectural research by using a 
selection of external experts. The process is broad in its spectrum of 
influence but narrow in placemaking’s focused objectives. The protagonists 
have embroidered the story and possibly taken it in new directions according 
to their preoccupations and expertise, bringing together various overlapping 
stands from the pillars of nature, people and place. The evaluation of 
Looking calls in one final protagonist to elaborate the storytelling method; the 
detective makes connections to build combinations that will take the story 
forward.  
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The detective, the probing of the final protagonist  

With the detective as the protagonist, problem-solving instincts are coupled 
with penetrating observation skills (Yorke, 2013). The detective, with their 
sixth sense for uncanny connections, uses the device of the sleuth’s wall to 
link occurrences and find coincidences that may be clues to establish a new 
form of truth from the evidence presented. The power of keen observation is 
valuable in many fields beyond art and architecture. The private detective, as 
a personality archetype, embodies the deductive powers of reasoning and 
insight suited to evaluating the Looking stage. For the detective, each new 
case is a new beginning, another story of past actions and present conditions 
that will affect future actions. The detective helps the team prepare a series 
of rational arguments from the accumulated evidence. From the assembled 
proof in the illustrated quarry, the detecive enables alternative scenarios for 
the forthcoming design stages. For the final protagonist, Looking is both an 
intuitive art and an inquisitive science. 
  
Connections between broad and focused research  

The archetype of the detective offers ALPM several advantages in studying 
evidence to find clues and formulate connections between different forms of 
documented research. The ability to focus while keeping a broad perspective 
enables the final protagonist to make lateral non-linear connections between 
precise details within the bigger picture. The last protagonist is chasing the 
truth through the visible and hidden clues connecting the sequences of seen 
and unseen occurrences. The detective interrogates the facts by questioning 
the visual statements and the motives of the assembled protagonists.  
 
5.8.2 THE SLEUTH’S WALL  

The sleuth’s wall interconnects a matrix of influences   

The sleuth’s wall is Looking’s visualisation of the trail of evidence. In the 
evaluation phase, the studio becomes akin to the incident room; the visual 
findings of all the protagonists are added to the quarry of words to become a 
wall of data called the sleuth’s wall. The team searches the wall for clues that 
may have been missed by one individual but may be uncovered by the 
mindset of the hyper-observant detective. The wall is arranged in the format 
of the three pillars stacked as in the Looking diagram. The findings of each 
protagonist are presented as responses to the lines of the riddle; clues 
compete in the wall of influences. The format of the visual information varies 
in each pillar and with the specialism of each protagonist. The detective’s 
role is to make connections within each pillar and across the pillars to 
develop an interconnected matrix of influences.  
 
Cross-examination to find combinations within each pillar  

The detective questions the expert advice of the protagonists to find the most 
salient points within each of the distinct ways of Looking, to ascertain 
whether they are truly unique to these project’s circumstances. The 
highlighted facets of each pillar are then cross-checked to find thematic 
threads that answer the riddle and add character and detail to the story. The 
detective’s role is not to solve the case; it is to begin a new enquiry within the 
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design process stimulated by highlighting the potential scenarios from within 
the illustrated quarry of the sleuth’s wall.  
  
Nature Pillar as connected cause and effect  

Material evidence of the work of nature upon the site's physical 
characteristics comes in many formats and scales. The natural elements 
make themselves known through their forms of evidence, such as 
weathering, erosion, or tell-tale signs of growth. These often unseen, 
unexplained occurrences, which most visitors overlook, provide the all-
important clues to the site’s essential characteristics. From all the 
documentation of nature’s evidence, the team searches for connections 
between cause and effect that may have been overlooked. Linkages are 
made between the geologist's protracted time scale and the climatologist's 
short cycles of change, between the ecologist’s observation of natural 
inhabitation and the biologist’s lessons of adaptation to environmental 
characteristics. Within nature's illustrated pillar of phenomena, there is a 
cornucopia of influences waiting to be picked and transformed by the team.    
 
People pillar is an interwoven web of layered social issues  

The evaluation of people protagonists sifts the spectrum of information from 
the detailed evidence of presence on site to behaviour patterns of people 
through time. The evidence may include flows of people over time expressed 
as integrated movement drawings, psychological maps pinpointing emotions, 
to space or adjacency diagrams demonstrating social networks. The 
detective helps to substantiate the claims of the people protagonist, who did 
what, when, why, and what is the consequence of the research for the 
design exercise. An inquisitive mind challenges the evidence portrayed in the 
illustrated quarry to confirm the real issues that matter to all the people 
involved, from the client to the end-user and the design team's intentions. 
Interpreting the layers of social issues, needs, values, and aspirations tells 
the group about the psychology that will dictate the story’s meaning and the 
final building's character.  
 
Place pillar as layers of influence over time   

A place reveals itself to those who are Looking according to the way they 
search. The physicality of the site has been inspected and scrutinised by the 
different place protagonists in their specific way. The detective views their 
findings with equal importance until the story has been established. Historical 
maps are considered in the context of new masterplans, as recent 
photographic glimpses counterpose old photos. Past and present events and 
local occurrences may reveal coincidences across the disciplines that join 
the views of the place’s past to its potential future. Joining the dots through 
time uncovers common themes related to the place’s psychological profile. 
The detective surmises all the documentary evidence relating to the place 
and examines the cultural phenomena with an open and creative mind 
searching for connections. The material and immaterial will be interwoven 
within the findings as the conflicting attitudes of disciplines and professions 
deliver an array of placemaking approaches.  
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5.8.3 AMALGAMATING INFLUENCES  

Cross fertilisation between the diverse pillars  

Similar ideas can be amalgamated and grouped thematically, or the opposite 
can happen; their differences can make ideas more distinct. Within each of 
the pillars, the separate protagonists may have picked up similar threads 
from the riddle; a particular subject of interest may already have attracted 
different modes of interpretation. The process of cross fertilisation has 
begun. These hybrid combinations create viable scenarios for further design 
investigation. The evaluation phase moves from the idea of singularity of 
dissimilar ideas to the synthesis of combination to bring entirely disconnected 
threads together to produce new ideas. This may be on the level of 
synthesising language or conjoining two existing approaches to form into an 
integrated new intent. There is also merit in using one idea to counterpose 
another and let the duality bring a healthy creative tension to the subject. 
Nature and culture are amalgamated through critical evaluation to bring 
together the visual outcomes of Looking that was developed from the 
meaning that had been established in Asking. The evaluation phase cross 
fertilises influences to bring fresh inspiration and new life to the design 
process.     
 
5.8.4 NATURAL SELECTION  

Specificity and novelty as evaluation tools 

In evaluating the Looking stage, the selection process strives for two critical 
factors, specificity to the circumstance and a fresh approach that increases 
the innovation potential. There are plenty of opportunities to sidestep the 
predictable as ALPM uses the collaborative team and the critical powers of 
the expert protagonists. Within the broad raft of influences and the moral 
prerogative to move beyond the familiar world of architecture, architects are 
more likely to achieve the objective of the confluence of circumstances to 
lead to originality. To find something new and specific is the objective; if the 
endeavours have been earnest and responded to the multiple streams of 
values and aims within the poetic intent and the pragmatic agenda, the goal 
should be met by a hyper-specific work of placemaking.  
 
Value judgements as performative testing for survival  

The same values that grew out of Asking aid the evaluation of Looking to 
decipher the disparate sources in a critical assessment. The virtues of the 
protagonists’ different approaches are evident in the quarry of Looking, the 
sleuths wall. When choosing the salient combinations to go forward as 
quests for the formal exploration of Playing, the team use value judgements 
to select variance in the alternative strands. Distinction and independence of 
the themes from the research stages increases the chance of performative 
success in the design stage. Variance informs the design alternatives, as 
ALPM aims to have a different raison d'être for each strand of thought. Being 
too similar cancels out the alternative’s autonomy. Entirely different 
approaches to generating the form provides a healthy competition of ideas 
within the Playing stage. Various combinations of ideas will inform different 
facets of the final work, as each finds its appropriate influence.    
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Quests as the provocation of the Playing stage   

At the end of the Looking stage, the story sets the design trajectory with a 
series of quests for the formal exploration of Playing. The alternative quests 
may come from a cross-fertilised combination from the pillars, or they may be 
a single bold insight that responds to one of the protagonist's observations. 
The quests are now in the form of an illustrated riddle; they do not answer 
the conundrum, they set the task with an aspiration or an ideal that is 
specifically related to the particular project. Within the story, the quests are 
the seeds of placemaking; their destiny is decided as the story is challenged 
through the formal competition within Playing. They are an instruction given 
to the storytelling team to go forward in the adventure of design with a series 
of very specific design goals to conquer.    
 
The quests may come from the client’s desire to reach a certain status, such 
as Mid Pennine Arts wanting to put Burnley on the map (Fig 3.13), [Singing 
Ringing Tree, 2006]. The task may be more mythical, as in the case of the 
coal mining village that wanted to find its lost identity (Fig 4.4), [Dancing 
Flowers of Doe Lea, 2018]. The intention of the quest may concern 
performance, to deal with excessive summer heat and cold winter winds (Fig 
7.2), [Hall of Flowers, 2002]. The brief may have called for a symbol of 
national pride and Looking will have searched for the appropriate 
associations with which to look for a representative form (Fig 7.8), [Island of 
Light, 2011]. Or the quest may come from a philosophical tenet of Tonkin Liu 
as a practice to bring the principles of nature to integrated form and structure 
(Thompson, 1966). The ambition of the client, for something that had not 
been done before, and of the architects, to push the boundaries of the shell 
lace technique, aligned to the quest to make a landmark energy centre (Fig 
8.1), [Tower of Light, 2022]. 
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6.0 PLAYING  
 
 

 

Fig 6.1 Playing Diagram 
 
 

6.1 PLAYING WITH FORM 
 
The Playing stage finds form for the story  

The Playing stage brings form finding into the placemaking process of ALPM.  
It is the productive backbone of the ALPM methodology, in which design 
alternatives serve the creative purpose of finding the appropriate form to tell 
the story. The design alternatives identify the appropriate solution through a 
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process of testing and evaluation that intensifies the project's characteristics 
to produce a formal manifestation of the story (Fig 6.1).  
 
The role of the story is explained first to set the creative journey. The 
collaboration section demonstrates how the toolkit involves the expanding 
design team, and the scope section expands on reasons, media, and 
methods for the work stage. The exploration phase explains how the quests 
from Looking influence, through a balance of poetic and pragmatic factors, 
the design of the fundamental components of architecture. The evaluation 
phase appraises and selects the appropriate design alternatives to produce a 
definitive solution that embodies the story in an archetypal form.  
 
Translating the story into a three-dimensional performance  

The Playing stage is an immersive collective process that should be 
enjoyable. ALPM disconnects individuals from preconceived notions of what 
the solution should be, thus allowing the freedom of discovery.  To discover 
new forms of expression for the project's unique circumstances, ALPM uses 
human values to find primal motivations for the project’s identity. Playing 
engages the hands and the emotions, along with the intellect. The Playing 
process produces conceptual works that become a three-dimensional 
performance of this story.  
 
Art meets science through form-finding  

Architects bring art to technology. Art carries intent and meaning within a 
specific worldview, and technology employs science to resolve answers to 
practical problems. The balance of art and science is at the core of the 
architect’s skill set and ability to develop an expressive artistic conception to 
produce technical advancement. This melding of binary opposites is the 
architect’s forte (Tuan, 1990). At the heart of the Playing stage, all the 
disparate intents of Looking’s quests are combined to find architectural form.  
 

6.2 STORYTELLING   
 
6.2.1 THE STORY OF PLAYING 

The story’s journey and guidance through Playing  

By the end of the Playing stage, the story will have performed its role as a 
vehicle of transformation of the architectural dialogue from notion to an idea, 
through concept and into a story of archetypal form. It is helpful to recount 
the story so far to explain its progress. In the Asking stage, questioning the 
pillars of particularity through the perspective of time originated the story as a 
multistranded riddle. Within Looking, the riddle prompted further research 
and investigation of the same subject matter within the pillars of nature, 
people, and place, through the eyes of protagonists who focused the story 
into a set of quests. In the Playing stage, these quests will be translated into 
form, resolving any conflict between poetic and pragmatic primers within 
different elements of the building’s composition. The storylines of these 
quests will converge through the production and selection of design 
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alternatives. The final realisation of the Playing stage is a three-dimensional 
construct that is a personification of an archetypal story. 
 
Playing’s conflicts proceed toward resolution   

In Playing, the quests become a mechanism to resolve the classic conflict of 
the storyline. The contrary variants stretch the imagination to find the most 
appropriate form and give it validity. The unique combinations put forward as 
quests might suggest unusual and difficult unions. A battle for supremacy of 
ideas brings vitality to the creative debate. Each alternative design strategy 
attempts to become the prime rationale that determines the story and the 
project’s final form. The design variants compete through a process of testing 
and verification. Options are challenged, and contradictions are highlighted. 
The conflict within the story is not resolved entirely in Playing, but continues 
in the detailed stage of Making, where resolution is to be found.   
 
Producing archetypes of nature and culture   

The story’s goal is to give form to an archetype. This overarching 
psychological profile will determine the project's identity. The meaning of the 
project will be found in its expression, and the determination of the final 
resolution will be guided by its essence. The archetypes of nature and 
culture give the project resonant meaning and bring accessibility through 
their universal appeal (Jung, 1990). The idea of the archetype is the only 
storytelling device that has been retained and elaborated from the original 
ALPM publication (Tonkin, 1999). The riddle and the quests may have 
suggested the creative basis for the archetype, but it only finds form through 
the exploration of the Playing stage.   
 
6.2.2 FUNDAMENTALS 

Fundamentals that determine the story of form  

All buildings can be described and classified by their core components. In 
ALPM, the fundamental properties of the constituent building parts become 
the rudimentary elements that integrate placemaking in architecture. The 
creative process dissects the building into these essential components, and 
the quest of the story enacts their influence on the design outcome of each 
part separately. Variation generated from within these fundamentals gives 
the building its distinguishing features. They are storytelling devices to create 
character and variety within the building and provide a rational toolkit to 
instigate responsive form. Each tackles a different aspect of the building's 
unique articulation of the story.  
 
ALPM uses eight fundamentals to determine the building’s creation and tell a 
story of its time, namely setting, mass, typology, servant served, structure, 
circulation, enclosure and apertures.    
 
A building’s setting pins it to a particular place and establishes the primary 
relationship to nature. Mass determines the volumetric size and the 
expression of the ingredients of the accommodation. Typology explores the 
task that it performs and its specific formal relationships. The servant served 
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fundamental investigates the hierarchy and prominence of spaces according 
to their roles. Structure tells about the support system as a technical and 
artistic feat. Circulation determines the nature of the journey through the 
building as an unfolding experience. Enclosure describes the building's 
environmental response and controls the elements. The apertures work 
within the enclosure to modulate the environment and movement through the 
building skin.  
 
6.2.3 ALIGNMENT  

Priority matches the resonant fundamental to the quests  

The alignment of specific quests to appropriate fundamentals ensures a 
connection between the creative intent and the architectural reality of 
producing a building. In the alignment process, ALPM correlates the creative 
thrust with the most sympathetic fundamental to the quest's cause. The 
toolkit chases connections between the directives of the previous stages to 
make a creative coalition between research and the proposition.  
 
Poetic and pragmatic primers in the exploration of form  

The story is embellished as the quest is aligned to the fundamental that best 
suits its subject matter. Each fundamental is explored separately through the 
poetic and pragmatic primers to allow them to find their reading of the quest. 
The duality between the primers allows the free expression of the story to 
emerge organically. Each primer instigates a formal response appropriate to 
its values and objectives. ALPM strives for vitality, achieved when the two 
approaches find a harmonic relationship in an expressive form. ALPM is not 
searching for the ambiguity of deliberate complexity. Even though the 
process brings together an unlikely combination of influences, it synthesises 
them to move beyond the reference of the original influences.  
 
6.2.4 POETIC PRIMER  

Poetic abstraction explores the story’s quests  

Within the poetic primer, the sculptural maquette is the primary tool for 
translation of the quest into form. As form is physically manipulated in 
response to the directive of the quest, the story can be brought to life through 
its representation in sculptural form. In poetic exploration, the toolkit allows 
freedom from reality; there is no pressure for the maquettes to make 
practical sense beyond their task of expressing a facet of the story. They 
remain abstract ideas, a formal essence. These initial abstract sculptural 
configurations do not necessarily relate to the building’s needs; the sculptural 
forms make a connection, a suggestive nuance, or association that will carry 
a cultural meaning.   
Free expression of form that breaks new ground  

The poetic primer may lead to an entirely conceptual configuration that might 
be more akin to a work of abstract art. With freedom from reality, the form 
may suggest a solution that would not otherwise be imagined. The poetic 
primer deals with the feelings for symbolic and psychological effects that 
form may engender. Articulating poetic form is an opportunity for the 
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architect to convey an emotional response. The emphasis within the form 
and the association it represents, whether abstract or referential to other 
cultural representations, becomes the embodiment of the story.  
 
Poetic priority leads to formal expression  

The individual primers within each fundamental serve as prompts to answer 
the quests’ challenge. When a quest has been aligned to a fundamental, 
priority is given to the poetic primer as it represents the overarching ambition 
for the story to lead the search for responsive form. The pragmatic primer 
then has to balance and aid the articulation of poetic form, to give buildability 
and address practical issues around function and sustainability. The poetic 
endeavour will only be validated if it has a successful union with the 
pragmatic reality.  
 
6.2.5 PRAGMATIC PRIMER   

Pragmatic primer responding to the poetic thrust   

The pragmatic primer deals with the practical rather than the theoretical. All 
artistic concepts are an abstraction of an intention that can only be brought to 
fruition through engagement with physical delivery mechanisms. 
Architectural projects deal with a quantum of space and materiality at scale. 
The pragmatic primer uses the day-to-day tools of architects to bring a 
physical dimension to the poetic world of the imagination. Reality is not 
always seen as a constraint; sometimes, it becomes an opportunity. 
 
In many cases, the pragmatic requirements can be given a poetic twist rather 
than the other way round. Dealing with the actual work's difficulties and 
addressing the project's practical challenges requires ingenuity to bring the 
more esoteric abstract ideas toward reality. The poetic primer needs little 
preparation for its search for expressive form, but pragmatic exploration 
requires background work to get the facts to the fore to inform Playing.   
 
Working knowledge of deconstruction and reconstruction     

The format of fundamentals helps to deconstruct any built structure into its 
rudimentary aspects. This helps with the disassembly of the subject matter 
so that the team understands how it functions and can put it together again 
from first principles. By addressing the practical aspects of the fundamentals 
on a case-by-case basis, architects comprehend the working parts of the 
building to deliver empirical propositions. The realistic architectural proposal 
needs to be represented and quantified by three-dimensional models to test 
the emerging character of the project's story.   
 

6.3 COLLABORATION  
 
6.3.1 THE EXPANDING COLLABORATION    

The story guides collaboration from abstract to reality  

Through the Playing stage, collaborative interaction produces a multitude of 
design propositions that give form to the conflicting ideas held within the 
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quests. Logic and rationale are used as critical tools to translate and develop 
thematic ideas into actual proposals. Through a process of metamorphosis, 
the intellectual abstractions of the first two stages become the physical 
realities of the second two with the help of an expanding collaborative team. 
The collaborative spirit is an essential characteristic of the storytelling 
process. ALPM pushes for new knowledge by creating new opportunities, 
bringing diverse influences from the Looking process into the creative 
production of Playing. The collaboration drives innovation, pushing the 
project beyond standard solutions.  
 
Communication and connectivity fusing diverse influences    

The broader collective exploration of the story-driven process is done 
through the critical discourse of the collaborative team. The expansion of the 
team beyond the bounds of the building industry professions creates a 
process of discovery in which the whole team has the potential to learn. 
Embracing the shared development of the formal and technical ideas in the 
Playing stage ensures the critical process is inclusive. New ideas from 
diverse expert sources can be successfully integrated as ALPM pushes for 
new knowledge by creating new opportunities. They bring diverse influences 
from the Looking process into the creative production of Playing, driving 
innovation by moving the project beyond standard solutions.  
 
6.3.2 THE COLLABORATION TEAM 

Client's involvement in the collaborative selection  

Clients instigate the idea of a joint project by assembling a team to fulfil the 
ambition of their own story. The client’s involvement in the selection and 
amalgamation of the design alternatives engages their experience and gives 
them faith in the storytelling process. However, presenting the development 
process of design alternatives before they have come to the point of maturity 
could jeopardise the quality of the outcome. The client can give the design 
team direction, but the team must be allowed to get lost before finding their 
way. The development of the Playing stage needs to contend with reality 
before the results can be shared with the client. This pivotal creative point is 
reached by proceeding through poetic and pragmatic phases to complete the 
quests. These are offered to the client in a critical review and selection 
procedure.  
The story leads the creativity within the consultant team  

ALPM encourages the assessment of form, listens to the story's voice, and 
works from first principles to come to solutions, rather than relying on those 
that already exist. This difference in attitude is imperative to chasing the idea 
of technical innovation. The story’s role is to guide the dialogue of the 
consultant team, to go beyond perceived knowledge into the unknown 
territory. Here the attitude of the engineer becomes very important. The 
practical assessment of the physical realities needs to be sympathetic to the 
common goal of innovation through inventive design processes. Tonkin Liu 
only works with engineering consultants willing to suspend disbelief and 
together go on a journey that will break the siloed convention of the division 
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of professional disciplines. The story is an autonomous vehicle in which the 
whole design team can be active creative protagonists.  
 
Specialist fabricators from beyond the building industry   

Dependent on the scale and complexity of the project, ALPM encourages a 
search for appropriate expertise from beyond the standard field of 
consultants. Just as the protagonists in Looking expand the creative 
horizons, expertise in Playing can be found by bringing fabricators and 
craftspeople from parallel disciplines into the process. It is more likely that 
these collaborators would be engaged in producing prototypes only for larger 
projects, but in smaller projects, where the form may depend entirely on 
technique, the team can benefit from early discussion with fabricators. In 
past projects, these collaborators have included boat builders, ropemakers, 
optical lens specialists, medical device manufacturers, fashion and textile 
designers and an array of craftspeople and model makers that have guided 
the production of maquettes and prototypes. Specialist advice from those 
beyond the building industry often brings new techniques and production 
technology to the fore.  
 

6.4 SCOPE 
 
6.4.1 REASONS  

The exploration progresses from conflict to resolution  

The Playing phase translates the ideas within the quests into a proposition 
for architectural form. Although this thesis discusses an array of 
fundamentals within the Playing framework, many projects may take a 
simplified route through a small number of these, depending on complexity 
and scale. The design alternatives generated between the poetic and 
pragmatic primers should represent a distinctly different way of solving the 
same problem. From all of the quests targeted at the fundamentals, several 
alternatives are generated, always at least three and often many more.  
 
Communicating a cultural message from the story 

The ambition behind abstract poetic configuration is assimilated through 
exploration into workable proposals through practical knowledge. The 
performance of the building takes on a role more significant than mere 
functionality or constructional necessity; it becomes a medium for a 
message. A building is transformed into a work of architecture when it takes 
on the more significant role of cultural communication. Architecture becomes 
a phenomenon as the poetic and the pragmatic become one, and the story 
becomes form. Playing requires the team to know how a building will feel and 
how it will work. In doing so, architects can be in command of arrangement 
and performance. In physically disassembling the subject matter, Playing 
acquires the means to reconstruct it in a new form. Playing is both a physical 
and cerebral act.   
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6.4.2 MEDIA  

Experimenting with form at the scale of the hand    

As Playing translates ideas to reality within the exploration phase, the human 
hand is the best tool to use to experiment with form. In the design process, 
whether it’s a pencil, a model, or a computer mouse, the team’s primary 
means of design exploration are at the scale of their best control device, the 
hand. It serves the most primal of human activities and has the most 
sophisticated level of control and malleability of any mechanism in the 
natural world.  
 

 

Fig 6.2 Coloured Plasticene model, Shi Ling Bridge, 2009 © Mike Tonkin 
 
ALPM works at the scale best suited to the action of design and production, 
concerning human scale and the building’s overall size. In recognising this 
simple practical premise, there is respect for human characteristics of the 
design process. Ideas may be scaleless in the designer’s minds, but as soon 
as they move towards reality, they are always created at the scale of the 
hand. The materials for the experiment can be chosen with a preferred size 
that relates to the scale of the hand and the time scale of making. With a 
suitable model-making medium, an investigation can become a fluid 
exercise. The complex geometry of a project such as Shi Ling Bridge [2009] 
used Plasticine models to explore hybrid structural types (Fig 6.2).  
 
Plasticine experimentation; sketching with form  

The relationship between hand, eye, and the imagination is a dynamic one 
that calls for constant change and adaption; it calls for a flexible and 
adaptable material to become a sketching material for physical form. In the 
Tonkin Liu studio, Plasticine is favoured for these early explorative models. It 
is quick and easy, perfect for the scale of the hand. Its low cost allows for 
multiple options, and the models can all be recycled when the preferred 
opportunity has arisen. Plasticine is also honest; if scaled models in 
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Plasticine can support themselves, then it is more than likely the technology 
can be found in the final built form that will replicate the physical 
characteristics represented. The design development of Shi Ling Bridge 
[2009] used the flexibility of Plasticine to determine to form of subsequent 
laser cut models (Fig 6.3). With larger scale projects, Plasticine is a valuable 
medium for massing the form of site and context in three-dimensional 
masterplans.  
 

 

Fig 6.3 Laser-cut card model testing structure, Shi Ling Bridge 2009 © Mike 
Tonkin 
 
Pragmatic tools for three-dimensional exploration  

Sketching, scale drawings, diagrams and model making are all conventional 
tools of pragmatic exploration that fall within the architect’s usual modus 
operandi. As with poetic exploration, the drive is to bring the project to life in 
three dimensions. The best way to study the various issues is to examine 
them in three dimensions with diagrams. The diagrams provide scale and 
commit to chasing three-dimensional form beyond simple plan or section 
relationships. Diagrams in isometric are a step toward physical models that 
deal with the duality between the poetic and pragmatic intents. Whereas 
poetic exploration enjoys freedom as its main virtue, pragmatic exploration 
embraces rigour as its most important defining factor. The pragmatic 
exploration can also be seen as the architectural profession’s due diligence. 
ALPM takes architecture beyond these obligations by adding a broader 
poetic reading of the spectrum of influence. The exploration phase of Playing 
integrates the higher poetic aspirations of ALPM into everyday professional 
responsibilities.  
 
6.4.3 METHODS  

The formation of design alternatives  

Following the individual explorations within each fundamental, the quest's 
objectives will have been taken on a creative journey and translated from 
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words to images and into form. The results are a series of formal 
explorations, each with a corresponding diagram or model. These alternative 
trajectories start to tell the project’s story in several different ways. Between 
these variants, compatible partnerships of ideas emerge through common 
characteristics; these can be grouped by their similarities to point toward 
different formal strategies. The groupings become the basis of the design 
alternatives as they express different hypotheses for architectural form.  
  
Combinations of poetic and pragmatic that satisfy both objectives  

For Playing, the freedom from reality ends when the poetic and the 
pragmatic tools pair together. Unlike other artistic disciplines, architectural 
ideas are developed through relative scale. The poetic exploration of form 
can start without scale, but when it comes to pairing the two approaches, the 
reality is brought to bear, and scale becomes essential. Architecture is a 
practical art; without this union, the poetic form could be little more than 
sculpture, and without abstraction, the pragmatic form would be in danger of 
being prosaic.  
 
Concept models and diagrams as overarching intent  

The culmination of the poetic and pragmatic investigations within each 
fundamental should be an overarching diagram that summarises all of the 
salient points of the intent. This concept diagram is essential for a three-
dimensional representation because it communicates the story. It is a testing 
tool that may not take its final form until the whole Playing process is 
complete. When the story is clear and legible, and the proposals have clearly 
articulated interesting new relationships, the diagrams have done their job. 
Model making is the primary tool of poetic exploration, and diagramming is 
the primary tool of pragmatic investigation. As communication tools, they 
convey the combined intent. The model may be an entirely abstract 
representation of a concept; the diagram may be symbolic in character and 
practical in its role of distillation. Combining the two virtues gives the 
architects a clear, legible, and resonant storytelling device.    
 
Celebrating difference to yield a broad spectrum of alternatives  

After the exploration phase the amalgamation of compatible matches and 
elimination of others narrows down the design alternatives from an array of 
many ideas to a minimum of three of four competing proposals. 
 
The design alternatives may seek radically different ways of solving the 
same problem. The story may be about a particular journey, a specific 
arrangement of structure or a novel invention of typology; at this stage, the 
archetypal general gist of the emerging versions of the story will become 
apparent; the question is which form would be the embodiment of the story. 
The breadth of ideas between the alternatives should offer a broad spectrum 
of choices.  
 

6.5 EXPLORATION 
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6.5.1 SETTING FUNDAMENTAL  

Native beginnings resetting placemaking  

The poetic primer encourages the mysterious characteristics to be abstractly 
expressed in a deliberate effort to create a form as place-specific art.  
Firstly, the quest for the fundamental setting is translated into pure form 
without functional constraints. The context is explored for its potential as if it 
were an ideal imaginary world. When architects approach the setting of a 
site, it is as a specific place at one particular time. In Asking, the team 
investigate the setting through the perspective of time. As a cathartic 
exercise to begin the exploration of form, Playing explores the character of 
the setting as a native place; before humans had any effect upon the land. 
Looking may already have hinted at this ancient sense of place. Starting with 
this blank canvas, Playing searches for a reason for beginning: why a site 
has come to its current state, what has survived to tell the tale. Playing 
delves into the idea of its creation myth (Waterson, 1990).     
 
Sculpting a new archelogy of place  

As Playing starts to consider habitation in the setting of imagined history, 
human relationships play out in space and time. If the site has a distinct 
spatial character, it is possible to speculate where people might have come 
from and where they might have gathered according to topography and 
orientation. Building site models, the forms and shadows can be seen as a 
psychological map, and these responses can be sculpted in simple 
maquettes. An undulating landscape may suggest an undulating building 
hunkered into the land, half buried and hidden like a piece of ancient 
archaeology. The imagination creates formal responses to the relationship 
between people and place, shaping social and emotional connections. The 
quest’s objectives are played out as actions upon the stage of the setting and 
then personified in physical form [Ness Point, 2016]. 
 
Defining and responding to intent and parameters  

Exploration in Playing investigates the subject matters of aspect, orientation, 
topography, and connectivity, together with statutory constraints that may be 
imposed on the setting. Playing turns all of these factors into opportunities by 
understanding the parameters. These factors are the objective of the outline 
design stage in the RIBA Plan of Work (RIBA Plan of Work, 2022). They 
constitute pragmatic characteristics that are the duty of care of all architects 
to respect. They can also be raised to a higher level to have poetic 
resonance through the distillation of factors that define the setting’s 
distinction.    
 
Embracing nature as a path toward reconnection  

Nature has already influenced the thought process leading to the quest, and 
Playing with nature influences many of the fundamentals. Orientation to the 
sun is an elemental attribute of all sites. To acknowledge how the site is 
affected, architects need to understand the movement of the sun and its 
relationship to all the elements. Diagrams of luminance and shade over time 
speak of the location’s changing attributes of daylight. Dependent upon 
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latitude, the connection to climate will determine whether the sun is to be 
embraced or obscured. The setting's optimum relationship to the sun and the 
aspect, approach, or outlook may conflict; formal clues often come from 
inherent contradictions within a place. The relationship to the cooling effect of 
the prevailing wind, bodies of water, or areas of planting, also add to the 
context’s merits or concerns.  
 
The lie of the land as a primary definer of character  

The first relationship of the building to the land may be determined by the 
size of the site and the accommodation requirements or by the risks the 
ground conditions bring in terms of flooding or contamination. Features upon 
the land’s surface and the quality of the ground itself give clues as to the 
site’s geographical origins and specific form. Sites with more complex 
topographies demand more three-dimensional solutions; sectional 
relationships become pivotal in form-making. The project may want to 
become part of the landscape itself or be in complete contract to its 
characteristics. Exploration with sketch models is the basis for delving into 
the relationship with the land.  
 
Connection and legibility within broader relationships  

Connectivity within the setting determines the preferred approach and 
servicing of the site. To give a spatial logic to movement across the ground 
plane a hierarchy of relationships is needed. The mapping of the larger urban 
context puts the site into a more comprehensive network of connectivity. 
Understanding how the form communicates a preferred route to visitors 
begins to help designers understand the actual and psychological attributes 
of the setting. For example, a building for defensive purposes chooses to 
limit its points of entry. Today, security and legibility favour simple strategies 
of access and connectivity. Urban connectivity is just one facet of the 
response to the urban context. The layout of the city and the massing of the 
neighbouring buildings determine much of the allowable development of 
urban contexts. The location's morphology and the context's history all 
contribute to the exploration process.  
 
6.5.2 MASS FUNDAMENTAL  

The rudiment of sculpting mass  

The mass fundamental plays with the volume of a building’s accommodation 
to sculpt a facet of the story. Architects sculpt the three dimensions of mass 
to achieve specific poetic or pragmatic goals. Mass balances the play of form 
between all the fundamental components. The composition and expression 
within the discipline of mass give a building its iconic distinction; it is in the 
sculpting of material that architects communicate recognisable cultural 
patterns that adhere to and form its particular classification.  
 
Meaning and mass in archetypes  

Mass provides the exploration of playing with volume, weight, formal 
articulation, and symbols that yield cultural resonance. Mass is the medium 
with which architects can articulate archetypes. These tell the cultural story 
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of form, for example, the pyramid, the temple, the henge, the mosque, and 
the cathedral; each tells a story through the articulation of mass and volume. 
Mass creates the iconic recognition that delivers the message of the 
archetype. The cultural characters may be legible, but they may have 
become so familiar that their metaphors have become disconnected from 
their original meaning; the pyramid is the mountain of an accumulated mass 
of plenty, the Greek temple is the stone hut of the mythical giant, the henge 
is the aligned compass of the sun, the mosque is the guiding light in the 
dome of the desert sky, the gothic cathedral is the stone forest of dappled 
light. Each religious archetype tells a cultural story through its form; mass is 
the medium for metaphor.      
 
Volume gives scale and size to the redefined brief; the poetry of the story will 
articulate the pragmatics of the accommodation schedule. The proportions of 
the volume allow architects to emphasise the play of mass. With the 
articulation of mass and volume, Playing brings hierarchy to the building’s 
components within the whole. 
 
The play of opposite's weight and lightness 

Exploring mass brings questions of weight. Gravity is expressed or denied in 
the articulation. Playing may chase the weightlessness of a cloud or the 
gravitas of a mountain, openness and transparency or closure and 
protection, delicacy and lightness or heaviness and solidity. The play of 
opposites brings tension through the interplay of extremes (Tuan, 1990). The 
relationship between the container and constituent parts becomes part of the 
architectural language, each component within the architectural ensemble 
can play with weight and lightness according to its sculptural role. 
 
Scale guides the formation of mass in several different ways. Scale can be 
relative to its context, civic aspirations, human dimension, or other 
components through proportion. At the Playing stage, ratios give free rein to 
emphasis, add hierarchy, and create an experience from the grandeur of 
great scale to the subservience of hidden detail.  
 
Constituent parts are given hierarchical emphasis  

The architectural ingredients for projects ask for the expression of the 
different activities that may take place in that space. These various 
ingredients are best understood as a volume at scale. By visualising the 
constituent parts of the brief, architects get to know their scale in relationship 
to the size and nature of the setting. Volume can be correlated to the story 
through interpretation, as the poetic primer guides experimentation. These 
studies are then related to the location’s spatial qualities through 
diagrammatic massing of the pragmatic primer. Shape and volume comprise 
a hierarchical emphasis of these responses, mass thus leads to form, and 
form leads to a determination of the typology. This can begin by Playing with 
volumetric configuration, such as tower, slab, drum or cluster and continue to 
the more sophisticated investigation through the fundamental of typology. 
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6.5.3 TYPOLOGY FUNDAMENTAL  

Type and typology in the exploration of form  

Playing explores the interwoven subjects of type and typology. Asking and 
Looking investigated the type of functional task that the building performs for 
society and the culture of the type. The definition of a building’s use and its 
difference from other particular human activities classifies type. To make a 
holistic work of architecture, the cultural expression of type is part of the 
resultant form of the building, expressing the task it performs. The type 
defines the functional classification of duty; typology clarifies the 
arrangement of spaces within the building type. 
 
When these formal arrangements become distinct, they become a typology. 
But the typology is not solely wedded to a particular type; it may also work 
well for other building uses. For example, the plan form and volume of a 
simple chapel may work well as a village hall. The typology may be 
described as a hall with a porch, entrance, lobby, and side service rooms. In 
this hall typology, the relationship is between people assembled together in a 
serviced space for unspecified use. The typological composition is a 
response to social aspects of the brief, which varies according to the 
practical use of the building. The function that the building fulfils does not 
dictate the formal typology. Functional characteristics such as house, factory 
or theatre do not determine how the building should be formally arranged. 
Culture recognises architectural types within society, but their definitions are 
very different to that of typology.   
 
Typology defines spatial articulation 

In the typology fundamental, the poetic primer picks up on the defining 
emotional aspects concerning activities within the cultural type. These are 
then explored as social relationships. This leads toward the more cerebral 
explorations of patterns of behaviour in typology. The pragmatic primer 
investigates these arrangements concerning the practical requirements of 
the building, bringing a unified approach to the subject. The propositions for 
form within the Playing stage spring from these interconnected definitions of 
use and relationship. Typology provides a taxonomy that can be highly 
responsive. Each project should have its evolutionary development of form 
and be open to the chance of finding a new, place-specific typology. Playing 
defines the formal elements according to patterns of occupation or 
performance. Typology is the physical manifestation of these human 
relationships.  
 
A school is a type, but this does not predetermine its typology, i.e., in which 
kind of space should pupils be taught, how should these spaces be 
connected, and what is the best spatial arrangement to bring the school 
together as a collective. The school's clear social agenda with a particular 
spatial intent will suggest bespoke typological arrangements. These 
decisions determine whether the typological interpretation of the school 
should be, for example, a court, a cloister, a street, or a tower. Architectural 
history has provided a list of typologies, but merely picking the classical 
types would miss the opportunity to reinvent human relationships that are 



 161 

particular to nature, people, and place. Playing is mainly concerned with the 
response that leads to the expression of relationships, manifested in formal 
arrangements of typology.  
 
Accommodation as the ingredient for Playing 

Accommodating human activity drives the articulation of architecture. Many 
client briefs for a new building are a simple list of room names, each 
prescribed to a specific type of activity. The building will also have a term that 
describes the overall kind of activity to differentiate it from other types and 
becomes a sign of this action; over time, this becomes part of its cultural 
expression. These conventions are not restrictions; they are patterns that 
constitute tradition (Alexander, Ishikawa and Silverstein, 1977). Playing 
determines how the different social actions inside the accommodation relate 
to each other within the whole. Drawing the accommodation at scale, in 
volumetric form, and modelling in three dimensions transforms the blank 
canvas of the location model into a populated field for Playing. 
 
The bubble diagram as the life force of relationships  

A bubble diagram is a simple tool of adjacency; in ALPM, there is a 
preference for the translation of form with physical models to visualise the 
potential within the design process. The bubble diagram starts by identifying 
the activity's relationship to context and then determining the simple 
relationships within the whole around which the building will evolve. The 
bubble diagram is vital in the proposition of adjacent relationships and in 
giving priory and hierarchy to sequences within a form that will inform the 
building's typological arrangement. Translating these essential relationships 
into a simple block plan is the primary step toward a formal proposal.  
  
Playing with form explores primal interactions in plans and sections to make 
relationships in space, checking what is above, below, and across the way. 
Coloured transparent digital models allow architects to see multiple 
adjacencies in three-dimensional space. Three-dimensional bubble 
diagrams, made from Plasticine, help to go beyond plan bubbles to visualise 
social intent spatially. Spatial exploration of adjacency aids expressive 
placemaking. 
 
The single cell begins the typological approach  

Each typology represents a different psychological model that responds to 
the primal need of a building to harbour a particular human activity. Just as 
architectural historians like to return to the idea of the primitive hut, it is 
beneficial for architects to return to the humble single cell, the single unit of 
space in the concept of the room, which is the beginning of spatial typology. 
The repetition and articulation of the single cell into a greater amalgamation 
can be straightforward. Through Playing, the rational manipulation of the 
room’s properties, shape, proportion, and the pattern in which the rooms are 
arranged, creates architectural distinction.  
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6.5.4 SERVANT-SERVED FUNDAMENTAL  

Servant-served gives hierarchy to form  

Servant-served is an architectural device that adds hierarchy and organises 
space according to how spaces support each other. The servant-served 
principle allows the hierarchical ordering of the accommodation to determine 
those rooms that want to be expressed or seen and those that want to be 
discreetly hidden. All Tonkin Liu’s architectural projects employ this 
instructive principle. The conceptual articulation can be used to give priority 
to the overarching concept, to bring practicality and clarity to the realisation 
of the story’s form.     
 
Playing searches out the most appropriate way to translate and test these 
preferences for form through the poetic primer. The pragmatic primer brings 
all practical considerations to bear on the configuration of the typology and 
its hierarchical relation to context. Through Playing with form, the team find 
the most resonant characteristic to amplify and distil the project’s essence as 
the primary spaces assert their prominence.  
 
Relationships of hierarchy in architectural space  

The servant-served theory comes from Louis Kahn, who made a distinct play 
of spaces that were primary and those that were in a secondary or 
supporting role to them (Tyng, 1984). In classic architecture, the mass of 
masonry that surrounds and supports large-span spaces often contains sub-
spaces within its thickened structural walls, and these enclose and serve the 
larger rooms that form the significant spaces. Kahn used the example of the 
Scottish castle, with its dense protective walls that had enough space to 
house the small antechambers or hidden staircases of the significant rooms 
(Brownlee and De Long and Khan, 1991). 
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Fig 6.4 Exploring Servant-served, Model of glowing storage, Camera Jewel 
House © Mike Tonkin 
  
Kahn’s buildings took the modern functional service elements and hid them 
within structural configurations that supported the main space. He often 
referred to these thick walls as hollow stones. Staircases, service ducts, 
storage, toilets, and ancillary spaces occupy the servant spaces within the 
corners or along the edges of significant spaces. These thick walls contained 
the modern elements that did not exist in the ancient architecture to which 
Khan aspired (Tyng, 1984). Through Playing, Tonkin Liu’s projects use the 
thick wall device to articulate hierarchy and allow the story of the main 
spaces to be told without being compromised by the duties they 
pragmatically need to perform. The hierarchical idea is not limited to the 
thickening of containing walls; it can be expressed by the use of solid but 
free objects, within a more open container, that fluidly serve the spaces 
around them (Fig 6.4) [Camera Jewel House, 2001] and [Young House, 
2003]. 
6.5.5 CIRCULATION FUNDAMENTAL  

A journey of emotionally controlled experience   

In Playing, the circulation fundamental explores the options within the 
controlled emotions of the journey to becoming the generator of form, to give 
sequence to the story being told. The journey is the idea of movement 
through space and time as an unfolding spectacle that conveys a message. 
People move through all three axes of space, back and forth, side to side, up 
and down. When the horizontal meets the vertical with movement through 
space, the architect can utilise three-dimensional and technical skills to bring 
dynamism to the expression of mobility. Viewing the journey within a building 
independently from the other fundamentals transforms movement into a 
spatial event. The separate articulation allows the architect to choreograph 
spatial sequences that map out the existential ambition.  
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Communicating the beginning of the journey 

Generating form through circulation signals how visitors should be invited to 
enter or begin a journey. Historically, buildings have responded with a series 
of devices that herald the entrance, such as porticos, gateways, arched 
portals, porches, and canopies. These are often preceded by components 
that speak of the communal gathering on arrival, a plaza or court, a flight of 
broad stairs or a narrow winding rural path.  In combination with the 
entrance, each tells a story of the building’s spatial ambition aided by the 
poetic and pragmatic primers to suggest how the experience may unfold.  
 
As well as a place of greeting, the first space often serves as an orientation 
space, connecting two different environments where the building’s circulation 
may be understood. Within the structure, a new sequence begins that is 
generally hidden from view but should be legible to portray how the building 
should be used. As visitors progress forward, the bombardment of the 
senses demands architects to accommodate the unravelling of emotions 
upon arrival.  
 
Expression of movement concerning types   

Often messages about values may be present in the circulation. The 
sequence of spaces usually is determined by the building type. The remit to 
create a journey of discovery will favour architectural mechanisms such as 
the enfilade that allow a passage through the aligned aperture in walls to 
start a journey through a series of articulated rooms. Galleries and museums 
favour traditional plans that provide circulation that is also the principal 
space. Building types that want to maximise space for commercial rent or 
privacy tend to separate the circulation from the usable space. Offices and 
schools use circulation partitioned from the usable space, to provide acoustic 
separation, as corridors, stair towers or lifts with lobbies. Theatres and 
shopping centres make a performance of the movement through the building, 
using dynamic stairs, ramps, escalators, galleries, and other mechanisms to 
open and expose the play of movement.  
 
Ritual journeys through conception space  

Playing uses the intent of the quests to decide the approach towards 
circulation. In Asking and Looking, the theme of movement is investigated by 
all three pillars many ideas generated may already have ritual movement 
embedded within their quest for form. The aim may be to change a particular 
user group’s predictable motion pattern or to make a symbolic journey that 
resonates with a specific facet of nature. Playing explores the conceptual 
journey of a collective gathering event or a personal moment of 
contemplation; the spatial sequence provides an unfolding ritual, amplifying 
the experience. 
 
6.5.6 STRUCTURE FUNDAMENTAL  

Structure as the focus in the drive for innovation  

Structure gives the order to architectural space. The distinction of typology is 
reinforced by the close relationship between the articulation of containment, 
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light and structure. Structure is central to many of Tonkin Liu’s projects, and 
many innovative techniques the practice has developed fulfil structural roles 
(Liu and Tonkin, 2014) and [Swing Bridge, 2021]. As an architect with a 
technical persuasion, working collaboratively with engineers is one of the 
most rewarding ways to explore ideas and chase innovation. The practice’s 
structural work ranges in scale from multiple high-rise towers in China 
[Cradle Towers, 2016] to housing, pavilions, bridges, and artworks, each with 
a structural idea at its core. The smallest of all, the trachea stent, also 
employs structural innovation to solve existing unmet medical needs [Shell 
Lace Stent, 2015]. 
 
Form as structure unified through geometry  

Nature provides numerous examples of how a structure is aided by the 
geometry of the form (Thompson, 1966). Evolution produces fit-for-purpose 
structural solutions that survive the test of time, using the least amount of 
material and energy to get the required result with minimum or zero waste 
(Pawlyn, 2011). The experimentation of Playing improves the understanding 
of the flow of forces and structural characteristics, making an integral bond 
between the geometry of form and its structural strength.    
 
In Playing, form is the designer’s main concern. Using the finely tuned 
example from nature, such as mollusc shells, as a reference, Playing 
searches for symbiotic systems that remove redundancy by employing an 
economy of means [Rain Bow Gate, 2012]. To reduce energy and carbon 
footprint, architects can strive for delicate and lightweight structures 
(Meissner and Möller, 2015). The methodology first explores natural 
metaphors through the contest of poetic and pragmatic primers to find 
structural expression (Liu and Tonkin, 2014).  
   
Engineering efficiency through innovation  

The adage that a good engineer does for a penny what the poor engineer 
does for a pound is pertinent. Currently, the majority of engineering firms are 
more concerned with minimising risks than minimising the use of a material 
resource. In our age, when ecology and the environment are paramount, the 
goal of engineering should always be to do the most with the least. To follow 
this mantra, architects and engineers need to be careful that the purpose of 
pure efficiency does not trap them in conventional types. As society 
continues to learn from nature, finding new ground to innovate, Playing 
suggests the exploration of unfamiliar techniques that, due to their novelty, 
have not yet been refined to meet their full potential. The first form of any 
creation may not be the most efficient, but through subsequent iterations, it 
may leapfrog tradition to answer a particular need. The goal should be for 
appropriate techniques and applicable geometry to meet together in a fusion 
of form-finding that provides strength through geometry.  
 
Experimentation melds form through technique  

ALPM is based on the premise that the poetic intent within the story should 
lead the pragmatic design process to new sources of inspiration for new 
techniques. Art needs to teach science with structure as the fundamental. In 
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the poetic primer, the exploration of structure takes the imaginative idea and, 
through experimentation, melds it into a pragmatic solution. Hands-on 
practical experience paves the way to workable solutions.  
 
The collaborative team needs to use their instinct in the process of 
experimentation; observation and testing become pivotal to the empirical 
learning experience. Uniqueness to circumstances is an essential demand of 
ALPM, and the generic principles are adjusted to the specific technical 
conditions of placemaking through Playing.   
 
The nature of innovation within the strict discipline of structure  

With a structure traditionally controlled by objective decisions, ALPM must 
venture into the void of not knowing to find the path towards discovery. In the 
absence of understanding the whole catalogue of prescribed structural 
solutions, architects find themselves in the position where they have to 
determine the optimal selection as an ideal. The will to always understand 
how things work, whether in nature or engineered structures, leads to a body 
of experience that feeds a structural intuition. Bringing influences from a 
broader spectrum of nature and art to the discipline of structure can yield 
positive results. Discovery through structural experimentation contributes to 
knowledge becoming part of the learning process of research while 
developing intuition. The experimentation that led to the invention of the Shell 
Lace Structural technique came from Playing using model making with 
Plasticine and cut paper models (Liu and Tonkin, 2014). The innovative 
approach married lessons from mollusc shells with tailoring techniques to 
create an organic form of single surface structure (Engel, 2009) and [Shi Ling 
Bridge, 2009]. 
 
Physical models lead digital tools and digital fabrication  

Plasticine models can be scanned into the 3D software to continue the 
refinement. The development of Shell Lace Structure used massing models 
to produce surface structure models. The profiles of surfaces of hand-made 
models can be traced and remade as single surface structures, and CAD 
helps to refine the form as developable surfaces. These surfaces can be 
unrolled and flattened, as they only have single curvature. When the physical 
form is remade as digital form, the digitised surface can be analysed to 
assess stresses within it. The relationship between finite element analysis 
and the remade single surface structures that demonstrate their physical 
properties to the handler adds another dimension to the intuition, as a lesson 
learnt is incorporated into the next iteration. Digital models become digitally 
fabricated prototypes for testing. The collaboration with the engineers 
extends to become a collaboration with the fabricators, and the structural 
experiments of prototypes move toward realised form [Solar Gate, 2017], 
[Tower of Light, 2022].           
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6.5.7  ENCLOSURE FUNDAMENTAL  

Protection and interface with the elements  

In the enclosure fundamental, Playing explores how the envelope interfaces 
with nature. In the setting fundamental, the primers amplify the facet of the 
location concerning the natural elements according to the quests. Through 
the investigation of the pillars by the protagonist, many quests focus on 
facets of the environment. The placemaking story emphasises the team’s 
environmental consciousness to find appropriate solutions to building the 
ecological envelope. Laterally thinking, nature-focused architects can explore 
the properties of the skin as the environmental epidermis (De Bono, 2014). 
The chamber of the building works with and against the elements to control 
and moderate the internal spaces, just like natural organisms.   
 
Reconnection through a first principles approach  

Earth, fire, water, and air are classic elements that can be explored by 
Playing from first principles. There is much to gain from the imaginative 
approach to the elements of nature (Heschong, 1979). Comprehending the 
negative and positive aspects behind the science of nature's elements will 
build an ecological attitude that makes the most of both the poetic and 
pragmatic aspects of the details when it comes to the architectural enclosure.   
 
Rethinking the relationship of the enclosure to the elements 

As in vernacular buildings, the positive and negative relationships with 
environmental factors change dramatically according to location (Oliver, 
2003). The images of fire and flood that populate the newsreels of climate 
change have brought water back into the collective consciousness wherever 
people reside. All of the elements become part of the unfolding story of our 
time, whether it is a forest fire, seasonal flood, wind power or sustainable 
earth buildings. The relationship between traditional buildings enclosure and 
their environmental control still has so much to teach in revising the 
technological approach of international modernism (Banham, 1984). To 
reconnect to nature through the traditional passive relations of an enclosure 
to the environment, the contemporary architect needs to consider the 
building enclosure as both art and science through poetry and pragmatism.   
 
The environmental agenda pushes towards a sustainable future   

The enclosure fundamental aims to become attuned with changing 
environmental conditions, to harness their full poetic and pragmatic potential. 
The environmental credentials of every building’s enclosure have become 
paramount in the era of climate change. The modernist stance that 
celebrated the ability of technology to temper the indoor spaces with 
unlimited energy will eventually be overturned (Banham, 1984). Technology 
now needs to be embedded within the passive fabric of the building, as 
architects build with a more connected relationship with the environment. 
Realising the limitation of resources calls for a paradigm shift in the 
conception of the environmental factors of a building’s performance and 
construction. High-tech tools should not be the starting point of the shifting 
perspective. Architects need to return to first principles with better working 
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practices and awareness of the environmental impact of the physical reality 
of the building envelope to move towards a more sustainable future. 
 
6.5.8 APERTURE FUNDAMENTAL 

Apertures within the envelope modify climatic conditions  

Whereas the enclosure contains and protects through the exclusion of the 
elements, apertures open and invite active facets of the elements to bring 
comfort and delight to the building. To fulfil the balanced approach, architects 
need a heightened awareness of the properties of the local climatic 
conditions and to be in tune with the potential dangers of the elements. 
Playing contemplates each project as a unique set of environmental 
circumstances to chase particularity in placemaking’s search for specificity. 
Dividing exploration with a simple formal delineation between the enclosure 
of the building envelope and the opening of the apertures allows the artistic 
and functional autonomy of each. The poetic and pragmatic investigation is 
informed by a good general and specific knowledge of examples that provide 
a resonant environmental solution.    
 
Vernacular examples demonstrate environmental synergy  

In Sulawesi, the houses of the Tana Toraja people are lifted on stilts with 
extended projecting up-turned gables made from a thickly layered insulating 
bamboo, giving protection from the heat of the tropical sun and daily rainfall. 
The form of the sweeping roofs creates negative pressure from the passing 
breeze to draw up air through the slatted floor, flushing the warm, humid 
internal air with the cooler air from the shaded undercroft. Timber shutters to 
the sides allow cross ventilation and views that offer security. In Yemen, the 
tower house of Shibam follows the lead of the desert cactus that grows tall 
towards the sun to limit the surface area that is exposed to the sun’s heat. 
The 6 to 9 storey mud towers are capped with a protective layer of white 
gypsum that reflects the sun and protects the mud construction from the 
torrential monsoon rain. The compression spiral of the staircase with its walls 
painted in egg white creates a smooth vertical flow of air for the thermal 
chimney effect that cools the surrounding rooms. These communities have 
been in touch with their environment for thousands of years, learning through 
the need for comfort to make formal and material responses.  
 
Apertures as rational mechanisms of natural phenomena   

With a basic knowledge of natural laws, all the elements can be monitored 
with simple environmental principles to balance internal and external 
changes in condition (Heschong, 1979). The ‘eye of the wind’ window links 
the elements and the senses. The apertures of a building modulate light, 
shade, heat, cool, scent and sound; they are the building’s sensory organs. 
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Fig 6.5 Climbers mark the seasons, Growing House, 2006, Tonkin Liu 
 
The contrast in the experience of different apertures encourages human 
interaction with natures moments of environmental change, such as the start 
of the rain and the shaft of moonlight uncovered by the passing cloud, 
bringing temporal delight to a static space. Architects can target change with 
apertures on an array of time scales, from precise solar alignments to 
fleeting seasonal fragrances [Growing House, 2006]. The sensory delights of 
the elements do more than modulate the environment; they lift the human 
spirit (Fig 6.5). Integrating nature into the architectural experience brings 
pleasure through surprise and contemplation.  
 

6.6 EVALUATION OF PLAYING  
 
6.6.1 SELECTION OF DESIGN ALTERNATIVES  

Evaluation criteria for the selection of Design Alternatives  

The Asking stage ends with a multitude of provocations and a riddle. The 
Looking stage ends with a series of quests. The exploration phase of Playing 
ends with a series of design alternatives that become the final realisation of 
form as an archetype. In producing design alternatives, the story is 
constantly assessed as ideas are translated into form; there is a more direct 
cross-over between the critical judgement of exploration and evaluation. The 
quests that underpin the story can be used as essential assessment tools to 
question the performance's resonances with the design alternatives. The 
values that emerged from Asking and were reasserted through the research 
of Looking also become checkpoints for the chosen design alternative.  
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Selection and amalgamation to consolidate the final form   

The client makes the ultimate choice. Having commissioned the storytelling 
practice, they are already in the right mindset and are happy to help it evolve. 
The process has focused on the client through the people pillar, their site 
through place and their interest in the subject matter of nature that Tonkin Liu 
shares with its clients. The selection of the alternative is a pivotal moment for 
the client. The clear and articulated reasoning for each option, using 
diagrams and models, will aid the critical evaluation by the collaborative 
client team and make the debate more rewarding. The architects may have a 
preferred option, which is always put last in the presentation of the 
alternatives. The pros and cons of each design alternative are highlighted in 
the presentation, which is often rerun after the client's initial series of 
observations. Although one option may be preferable in the eyes of the 
design team, all should be good enough to become the formal approach that 
carries the project forward. The result is rarely found with one option alone. 
The amalgamation of ideas from the less favourable alternatives instigates 
another exploration within the evaluation phase. The process now 
consolidates the best work into the final form.  
 
Evaluation and feedback that uses the story as a creative core  

At the end of each stage of the ALPM process, the team assess their 
achievement through a process of feedback. If the stage has not achieved a 
satisfactory level of development, then the team must return to the previous 
stage and rerun the process. Feedback is an essential tool in the process. 
Every step should be seen as an opportunity to discover a new way of 
understanding a subject. When the process works well, the outcomes will 
surprise the client (Cross, 2011). The evaluation process needs a sense of 
roundedness, brave enough to depart on a new adventure and rigorous 
enough to keep the intention already on the right track. If the combination of 
forms has uncovered a different definition of the story, then the story itself 
should be re-evaluated through the feedback process. In this way, a story is 
a critical tool of evolution that continues to be refined and developed by the 
chosen option, guiding the evaluation.  Suppose the process has not yielded 
a resonant response to the pillar of particularity; it is then necessary to 
recount steps and return to the quarry of Asking and Looking. When Playing 
has revealed more about the overlapping issues within the redefined brief 
through the interrogation of the fundamentals, the team may be in a more 
enlightened position to see the potential within other storylines that may have 
already been uncovered but not developed. 
     
6.6.2 COMPARATIVE PRECEDENCE  

Architectural literacy is the backbone of the ongoing criticism  

Architecture is the most complex and three-dimensional of the arts. It 
requires commitment and intelligence, but the creative process is best 
served by first-hand knowledge that feeds intuition. The methodology of 
ALPM puts the critical questioning of the brief and the search for a new 
quarry of form before the intelligence gathering of design precedence. By 
learning from precedents later in the design process and moving beyond 
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their lessons, the team gives prominence to placemaking over provenance. 
Architectural literacy comes about through intense study and numerous 
building visits. This long and slow accumulation informs architectural skill of 
worthy precedence driven by deep interest.  
 
Moving beyond precedence to strive for the new solutions  

To embrace the notion that design should always strive for something new, 
learning from ALPM deliberately delays the in-depth study of historical 
precedents until the evaluation phase of Playing has been reached. This 
allows the full potential of the creative process to be unhampered by the 
temptation toward a ready-made solution. It encourages the idea that new 
combinations come from previously unrelated sources. The balance between 
too little knowledge, in the form of naivety, and too much, in the form of 
slavish referencing, comes from critical discipline. By the evaluation phase of 
Playing, when the creative path has been set, the design collective’s 
knowledge and informed discussion of similar schemes offer an opportunity 
for an educated evaluation. 
 
6.6.3 INTEGRATION AND DEVELOPMENT INTO A WORKING WHOLE  

Particular circumstances yield unique solutions  

The aim of ALPM is for a holistic whole that is particular. Due to the 
overlapping circumstances of the three pillars, the exact project conditions 
will not have existed in the same way before; the theory of ALPM asserts that 
outcomes through the process should always be unique. The simple logic of 
the methodology is that each project is for an individual client with special 
needs, on a site that holds specific characteristics, in a time that calls for a 
subject of nature that should be heralded.  
 
Iterative development that ensures rigour  

Towards the end of the integrated exploration and evaluation phase, Playing 
will have yielded a solution that can be developed and improved through 
iterations. The term iteration in architectural context comes from 
computational design, where evolving parameters guide a process of critique 
and improvement. Although the term is relatively new to architects, the 
integrity of the repeated process is not. When computers are used with 
complex forms, the iteration process improves language, systematisation, 
and performance within a much tighter time frame. When the final form has 
been found, the rigorous pursuit of optimisation can begin.   
 
Computational models and the transfer of responsibility  

Almost the entire informational output of the architectural profession is digital 
in form. But even with new integrated graphic systems like BIM, very little 
data is directly connected to production. The close relationship between 
architectural and constructional output tends to be reserved for more 
challenging sculptural projects, where collaboration with parametric expertise 
helps build a bridge between contemporary digital design and new 
construction techniques. The ownership and responsibility for the 3D model 
evolve as the design progresses, with complex 3D forms often being 
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fabricated directly from a digital model. Ownership shifts from the architect, 
who takes responsibility for the form, to the engineers, who take 
responsibility for the validity of the structure and environmental performance, 
to the specialist fabricator, who takes responsibility for and warranties the 
quality of the construction.  
 
Digital tools and digital fabrication  

Testing through failure is a great educational tool for artistic instinct, and 
testing through computer analysis is a good complementary tool for 
scientifically increasing efficiency and refinement. Combining these two 
forms of testing with digitally produced and digitally fabricated models brings 
a new layer of sophistication to modelling and testing. Form, structure, and 
technique are potentially brought together through physical experimentation 
and digital design and production via the empirical knowledge of construction 
techniques.  
 
6.6.4 LANGUAGE CONTROL AND CONSISTENCY  

Language of form and technique that portrays the artistic intent  

The language of architecture derives from the relationship between form, 
technique, and material. The column detail of a classical Greek temple 
speaks in the same voice as the whole. Architects recognise the consistency 
of the part through the overall intent. The same is true of a detail of a 
vernacular building; the part is in tune with the whole material composition. 
The language of construction, and the reading derived from it, are linked 
linguistically to the artistic intent. ALPM aims to create consistency and 
accessibility through the visual language of meaning of form amplified by 
technique across the building components. 
 
The leitmotif that guides the development of language    

In the control of language, as multiple and divergent alternatives are 
amalgamated, mechanisms that deliver order are needed in the elevation 
phase of Playing. A German term borrowed from musical composition, the 
leitmotif, serves well to describe the distinction of language. The term was 
later used to describe the sinusoidal whiplash curve that brought consistency 
to the language of Art Nouveau. Rather than being defined as a style, a 
leitmotif is the description of a consistent feature that characterises the 
overall language within a single artwork. The leitmotif can describe the 
recurring pattern, shapes, texture, and colour that reappear throughout an 
artistic work. The recurrence of the same features gives a project its own 
identity. In the evaluation phase, iteration and refinement are aided by the 
leitmotif as it guides the development of formal language in repeated 
patterns at different scales. It also brings consistency to expression through 
a recurring visual reference to give rhythm to the sequence of movement 
around the space.  
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6.6.5 THE OUTCOME OF PLAYING CARRIED OVER TO MAKING  

The archetypal story of form is the outcome of playing  

Through critical selection, the archetypal form has become the embodiment 
of the story as a whole. The client’s brief has been reinterpreted through 
Playing with a new story of creation (Strenski, 1987). Through the disposition 
of form, the project will have found an accessible identity that brings 
placemaking distinction. Playing has brought the project to life on paper and 
in model form; the following Making stage will bring the story to life as a built 
reality. Making introduces a system of construction to marry material with a 
technique for the archetypal form to have physical gravitas through 
realisation.  
 
The riddle inspired the quests brought to life in the archetypal form. The 
specific character of each element within the story needs to be given a 
destination to verify the significance of its role. In Making the storytelling 
device of the script will be added to the creative repertoire to bring the story 
to a conclusion. The script will determine the expression of materiality, 
colour, texture and technique to clarify how it should feel and how it should 
be made to tell the story.  
 
The connection to nature moves from principle to detail realisation  

In Playing the project relationship with nature will have been determined in 
principle by the archetypal form. In Tonkin Liu’s projects, this often is a 
symbol of the natural world [Island of Light, 2011]. The detail of how the 
project connects people to nature, the particular element and specific 
aspects of the natural experience will be determined by Making. The story 
will still play its role in the connection to nature as the pragmatism of Making 
is guided by the poetic intent in Making. The project continues to be seen as 
a creative living entity, an organism that responds to environmental 
conditions. Making continues to see the building as a living responsive 
organism, which will determine each specific role's performance and quality. 
Playing has planted the seed of form; Making will decide how it grows, 
differentiating each organic part. In a plant, the root, stem, leaf and flower will 
all bear common characteristics within the formal aspects of the species, but 
each is perfectly evolved to suit its specific purpose. 
 
Methodology of Making is driven by the story and connection to nature  

ALPM is a transformative system for developing abstract ideals into unified 
placemaking proposals to deliver holistic solutions. Having strived for 
oneness through the methodological technique of expansion and contraction, 
the archetypal proposition is once more deconstructed. Through Making the 
particular aspects of the fundamentals will find their own story to chart the 
creative journey. This final process of ALPM will transform the archetypal 
form into a cohesive family of parts, each with its architectonic quality. The 
reasoning behind the form-finding follows the same trajectory but at a finer 
scale of response. Technical understanding and craft skills will be called 
upon in response to specific project research and the particular requirements 
of each part. In RIBA terms, Playing is stage 3, and the project moves into 
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RIBA stages 4 and 5 for Making (RIBA, 2022). The client and the 
collaborative team have verified the functional working model, and in Making 
will move beyond how it works to determine how it will be constructed.   
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7.0 MAKING 
 

 

Fig 7.1 Making diagram  
 

7.1 MAKING SYSTEMS  
 
Making the story a reality   

Making is the culmination of the methodology and the conclusion of the 
storytelling process. Making delivers the archetypal form through details that 
reinforce the story’s message. The construction detail brings particularity to 
the project’s physical reality as Making becomes one of the main mediums 
delivering innovation. The format of the Making chapter follows the same 
subdivision of sections. The first four set the scene, introduction, story, 
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collaboration, and scope. Scope is subdivided by reason, medium and 
method to explain the operation of the following two sections that describe 
the expansion and contraction in each stage through exploration and 
elevation. The fundamentals drove the exploration of Playing, in Making the 
same classification of components become the family of parts. The 
archetypal form has been assembled by allowing the process to define the 
most resonant fundamentals to tell the placemaking story. The quality of 
those primary components will find their authentic character through a 
number of constructional systems as the family of parts make up the whole. 
The Making stage delivers the nuts and bolts of construction technology to 
the abstract poetry of the story, fulfilling the practice’s interest in the technical 
resolution that explores new techniques. The Making stage makes 
storytelling architecture real (Fig 7.1).     
 
Innovation through Making   

The Making stage is related directly to the Playing stage's outcome but is still 
influenced by the Looking stage as a source of inspiration. Depending on the 
scale of the project, Making may be an extension of the linear process of 
ALPM or, in the smaller projects where constructional technique is 
paramount, Making may even be pivotal as the maker of form in tandem with 
Playing. Making is no less intuitive than any other stage, and that instinct has 
to come from accumulated empirical knowledge that can be freely accessed 
through architectural imagination. To be creative with construction methods, 
architects need to be open to exploring the poetic intent of the story through 
technical experimentation. The objective of Making is to use observation and 
lessons from the specific enquiry of ALPM to broaden the creative spectrum 
while applying intuition and knowledge to guide the responsive design 
process. The focus on nature continues through the investigation of the 
construction system. Nature can make the design team more responsive to 
the issue of the day as they pursue the office objective to bring people closer 
to nature through the finer detail of sensory interaction. Architects open the 
door to a new sphere of technical inspiration by emphasising nature. The 
Hall of Flowers [ 2002] is a good example of a family of parts, each with its 
own collection of variables that aid task of bringing people closer to nature 
(Fig 7.2).  
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Fig 7.2 Hall of Flowers, a family of parts with a series of variables, 2002  
 
Art of construction through placemaking  

Making communicates abstract ideas through the physical world of material 
existence. The processes forge a poetic relationship to the circumstances of 
each project through the art of construction. It isn’t a case of simply 
employing a local material or local tradition in a vernacular sense (Oliver, 
2013). Making experiments with material and techniques to explore and 
broaden the vast array of contemporary combinations available in the search 
for a particular solution that will be unique to the combined inspiration from 
nature, people, and place. The story sets demands for construction methods, 
taking the exploration into new territories to deliver innovation. In Playing, 
architects work with abstract ideas that determine emotions, spatial 
configuration, and future human relationships; in Making, matters are less 
conceptual and theoretical. ALPM consolidates the reality of the built fabric 
and the relationships with the physicality of the material; the story leads to 
new ways of considering construction systems. The segregation of design 
stages in ALPM, with the conscious separation of processes, allows 
architects to return to first principles even at this late stage of design 
development, to pursue the art of construction through placemaking.  
 
 
 
 

7.2 STORYTELLING 
 



 178 

7.2.1 FINISHING THE STORY 

From riddle to quest to archetype to script  

Only through the testing of physical realities does the story find its fruition. If 
the project reaches a detailed physical proposal, the resolution will be 
brought about through the Making stage. From Asking, a riddle commenced 
the creative journey by redefining the pragmatic brief with poetic intent; in 
Looking, the search for inspiration illustrated the story’s trajectory and set a 
series of quests. Playing responded to the challenge, and conflicting 
directives were aligned into a single archetypal form. The whole form is only 
as good as the sum of its parts, so the task of Making is to distinguish each 
part in support of the overarching story. The process of expansion and 
contraction again leads the storytelling technique to be disassembled into 
constituent parts. These parts tell the story as each takes a separate role. 
Tonkin Liu adopted the term ‘family of parts’ to suggest the unison of the 
supporting cast. Making provides the script for the story of the family of parts. 
The cohesive family brings resolution from all four stages of ALPM and 
delivers the result of the entire process, a holistic reality as a built entity.    
 
Feedback through the stages validates the process  

When the process arrives at the end of Making, it feeds back through the 
procedures to validate the story’s role in delivering the final solution. Has the 
riddle been solved? Have the quests been fulfilled? Is the archetype 
responsive and robust? These questions help to clarify how the story script 
will bring the family of parts to life. The story is autonomous and has an 
independent consciousness; it enquires, listens, looks, and responds as it 
builds the argument for its unique distinction. The goal of Making is to 
produce an entity with a life force. The challenge for Making is to question 
how the final entity tells the story, whether it will connect people to nature 
and each other, whether its placemaking will deliver context-specific 
innovation by becoming a hyper-responsive creation, and whether it will be 
original. 
 
The life force that drives distinction and individuality 

The story promises to make the difference between something that is simply 
a building serving a need and a work of architecture that is a cultural entity. 
The idea of architectural storytelling is that it becomes a marker for change 
to celebrate a building’s individuality and difference. The story calls for a 
distinction between this particular project and all the similar projects that 
have come before it. As the process swings between abstraction and logic, it 
creates a parallel world as a fictional twin, where mythical forces are at play 
to communicate a collective, universal story. The story is an organisational 
device that delivers a message to society. A work of architecture needs to 
express itself clearly; it may be subtle and gentle, or it may be bold and 
challenging in its message. The life force drives distinction and individuality.  
The story of Making as a challenge to convention  

The story informs the architects about the values at its core and what its 
existence intended to achieve. Above the prosaic matters, the poetry tells 
society what the project means on a spiritual level and suggests a vision of 
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how to live. A built work is always a manifestation of the ideas that go into its 
production. The message that is read may not be the precise story that 
ALPM told; if the provocation of the work sparks the imagination and another 
story is told, then the project has served to become a part of cultural history. 
If the building has questioned perceptions, it will challenge the convention 
within the myth of the time (Harari, 2015). When a building delivers a 
surprising spectacle, it is also a celebration of something new, such as a 
musical sculpture powered by the wind that draws the townsfolk to the top of 
a desolate hill. (Singing Ringing Tree, 2006, see chapter 3, p.13). The role of 
architecture is not to simply reflect culture; it is to challenge its convention 
and suggest a new form of expression for new ideas.  
 
The whole story and the specific detailed encounter    

The story can work within the building on a range of scales, from the family 
of parts to the scale of the whole building. The larger story can be supported 
by the detailed stories about the building’s life. Through the ALPM theory, 
Tonkin Liu’s stories can be read in the complete form of the building and 
within the experience of detail.  
 
As with the celebration of the cherry blossoms on the glowing slope of the 
Tokyo Forum convention centre, the fallen petals on the glass-stepped hill 
would colour the space below during the day and give a pink glow at night 
[Tokyo Forum, 1989]. The story of the seed that grew into the sinusoidal 
tendril to reconnect a lost meadow to the city can be read in the structural 
form of a pedestrian bridge across the river Irwell in Salford. The S-shape of 
the structure was developed through detail in the Making stage to allow 
those crossing the bridge to experience the formal relationship between the 
bridge plan and the river's fluid curves through apertures in the bridge deck 
[Salford Meadow Bridge, 2014]. The scale of the structural enclosure and the 
finer detail of light is evident in the design of a canal-side Pavilion. The 
structure tells a story of Brunel’s vaulted station that became intermeshed 
with the willow trees of neighbouring Little Venice. In Making the branching 
structure of the perforated timber vaults was designed to fill the café with 
gentle dappled light from the canopy that glows like a beacon at night 
[Paddington Willow Pavilion, 2018]. The making process connects the overall 
story with the experience through the precisely detailed character of the 
parts.  
 
Thematic amplification of the story through nature-focused details  

ALPM leads towards details that reflect the meaning behind the story. 
Making tells the story through a construction determined by the script that 
directs the choice of materials and techniques. Through detail, the story can 
be expressed as constructional art, and the art of the story leads to the 
science of production (Lethaby, 1994). The components that make up the 
constructional art deliver the lyrical and emotional cadence of the project. 
The construction is not striving for attention; the script supports and brings 
life to various production scales. To be true to ALPM, the story must 
embrace the poetry of Making to deliver a building according to the principles 
of connection to nature from Asking. The story may employ one or more 
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suggested routes such as setting, framing, symbolising, or learning from 
nature. Sometimes all four ways to connect with nature are used within the 
same project [Island of Light, 2011]. 
 
The story continues to influence the building’s relationship with the seasons 
and the changing weather. Through Making, the detailed design is developed 
to build these unique connections through interaction with the environment. 
In the final design of a rooftop penthouse, the connection to changing 
conditions was made explicit through Making. Rising hot air on the inner side 
of the large glass panes draws in scented air through “nostril-like” floor vents 
that overhang the Jasmine climbers planted below to transform the room into 
a fragrant chamber. White flowering wisteria grows on the delicate white 
mesh of the loggia, creating shaded dapple light and seasonal shade that 
moves in the breeze. The skylight in the centre of the plan covers the whole 
of the five-meter-tall bathroom. The detailing of the polycarbonate bathroom 
walls fills the deep plan with light. Sunlight through water from the room's 
high showerhead produced rainbow patterns on the polycarbonate when 
showering. At night when it rains, a floodlight casts shadows over the 
bathroom walls from ripples and raindrops on the flat skylight. The story of 
nature’s growth enveloping the expressed exoskeleton and the interaction 
with the elements amplify the story of nature's victory over technology to 
challenge another architectural myth of our time [Growing House, 2006].  
 
7.2.2 PARTICULARITY  

Nature, people, and place originate the particularity  

The story grows out of responses to nature, people, and place through the 
pillars of particularity. As architects complete the ALPM process, elaborating 
and embroidering the tale, the built form becomes a physical manifestation of 
the ideas embedded in the project’s origins. Each new project within a set of 
changing conditions and specific characteristics calls for construction 
techniques that are a creative expression of particularity. Each unique 
opportunity calls for the detailed and precise creation of something that does 
not yet exist and is transformative in the message it conveys about the time 
in which we live. 
 
Innovative artistic statements will require a leap of faith by their nature of 
being a contrivance. To achieve anything that breaks the mould of 
convention, the team needs to believe in the cause of invention. The truth 
ALPM seeks is a new reality through converging the circumstance within the 
project’s pillars. Each will add a different emphasis to the story. The team’s 
assertion and production of an architectural entity must genuinely reflect the 
storytelling process to become proof of the project’s integrity through 
construction. The final work must be a holistic and precise conception, rooted 
in its origins from the pillar’s particularity. Making takes the form realised in 
Playing as an archetype and through the continued pursuit of placemaking 
through story elevates the prosaic detailing of the building into an integrated 
artwork.    
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7.2.3 THE ROLE OF THE SCRIPT 

The role of the script in bringing poetry to construction details  

For Making, a script is a tool of exploration that ensures the story is 
embedded in the built form. The script guides the material choice and 
technical rationale according to an appropriate degree of prominence; to be 
highlighted or to recede into a supporting role. Through detailing, the script 
fulfils the interrogation of the poetic with the pragmatic that has run through 
the entire methodology. The idea of imbuing character through the script is 
as ancient as the storytelling of multiple personalities, and it is also as 
contemporary as the form-giving algorithms of parametric code.  
 
The script pursues the material’s inner nature  

ALPM intends to give a voice to architecture, to speak of something more 
important than mere building. The script provides material with a lifeforce that 
is searching for purpose. The material’s personification animates its spirit, 
providing clues for how it should be fabricated. Materials have an innate 
nature that leads to them having their own culture. Marble is associated with 
antiquity and delicate qualities; galvanised steel is related to agricultural 
equipment and economy; the cultural inference to be chosen becomes a 
matter of appropriate expression. There are also cultural issues behind a 
material’s physicality. All material comes with associations that attune to the 
material’s social status. Building materials are more than construction 
supplies; they are status and value-driven commodities. Avoiding 
architecture driven by the lure of luxurious materials in place of more 
sustainable choices can help steer away from the commodification of 
architecture and materialistic values.   
 
7.2.4 MATERIAL AND TECHNIQUE 

Making directs construction according to the story’s script   

The Making stage explores materials and techniques to produce construction 
systems to realise the specific placemaking. The process takes the 
archetypal form and dismantles its components to rebuild them as an 
integrated system. To find technical innovation through storytelling, ingenuity 
in construction is needed to offer a responsive bespoke design that seeks 
economy and delivers delight.  
 
The details conceived through the story of Making could not be created 
without the ALPM process that precedes them. The story that informs detail 
evolves from a much broader cultural perspective. The approach of 
architects that begins with the detail and works out to the whole misses the 
opportunity to bring new influences into the technical process. Making is not 
a departure point or preconceived destination but a continuation of the 
placemaking process. The story from Making is the culmination of an exciting 
creative journey; it should always have a final destination that could not have 
been predicted at the outset. The idea of the script gives contemporary 
architects a control device to allow creative freedom within a holistic system 
as the story dictates the overall plot, and the character of the building 
components find individual expression. 
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7.3 COLLABORATION  
 
7.3.1 THE END OF THE JOURNEY  

The expanding partnership for delivery  

In Making, the collaboration through interaction with consultants and 
fabricators expands to material suppliers and installation specialists. ALPM 
ventures outside conventional practice to find new creative connections as 
the decision-making process grows, so the number of collaborators expands. 
Client, architect, consultants, specialist makers, procurement experts and 
fabricators are joined by other specialists from fields beyond the scope of 
architecture, such as evolutionary biologists and tree surgeons. Making 
brings the entire project team together in the final, most ancient act of 
collaboration, the act of building.   
 
Assembling the appropriate team for specialist projects  

A network of respected colleagues, and the publication of recent works, aids 
the search for appropriate collaborators. Good clients select architects by 
their working methods; good design is a responsive service rather than a 
product. In the information age, finding specialists has become easier; online 
presence and search engines help to pinpoint specialist skills and knowledge 
within the craft, material, technique, and fabrication processes. When the 
project has reached the point of technical momentum, it is vital to start the 
dialogue with potential fabricators as soon as possible. If designers approach 
a specialist with an exciting proposition and with some technical credibility, 
their input may be modest but can be extremely valuable. 
 
Collaboration reflected in the process of collective Making   

The story’s evolution captures the imagination of the whole team, who 
benefit from breaking down boundaries with the free-flowing creative mindset 
that utilises the subconscious to navigate between new combinations. Within 
the broader collaborative team, the relationship between the conscious and 
sub-conscious changes as the design moves toward practical solutions. The 
Making process is inclusive; all individual team members must find time and 
space for both provocative and contemplative thought. The collaborative 
Making process reflects the production of an autonomous family of parts, 
each with a separate script within the overall story.  
 
Journey of discovery into unfamiliar territory  

For the design solution to be innovative, the team must embark on a voyage 
of discovery away from familiar territory. Innovation is the intended 
destination, but the team don’t necessarily know how to get there. The 
collaborative journey needs multiple inputs of skill, knowledge, and 
imagination to make new creative combinations with new techniques. To 
enter an unfamiliar technical territory is the beginning of invention. There 
needs to be a desire for change and a shift away from convention to find new 
solutions. All collaborators brought together through dialogue from many 
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different approaches and disciplines must align to a common goal. The 
fabricators may be familiar with the material or the construction method, but 
the storytelling collective will bring something new to their practices.  
 
7.3.2 COLLABORATION AND INNOVATION 

Innovation in procurement for the delivering specialisms  

Regarding a project’s procurement, the conventional single-stage tender 
process does not necessarily encourage collaboration and innovation. By 
engaging with fabricators in the detail design stage of Making, RIBA stage 4, 
collaboration brings expert advice that can steer the process towards cost-
effective solutions. The indicative costs provided confirm design direction 
before the formal tendering process. ALPM leads to the production of 
families of parts through systemised construction, coupled with the drive for 
prefabrication. To manufacture components for the construction of a building 
off-site calls for reworking traditional practices. This means a large section of 
the building contract will be sub-contracted to specialists’ companies. Finding 
the right team becomes pivotal as the communication and interface between 
them will be paramount.   
 
Two-Stage tender encourages collaboration and innovation  

A two-stage tender process yields positive results to aid the flow of technical 
prowess that comes with a successful collaboration in the Making stage. For 
the specialists, the critical factor is how much information they will divulge 
before being awarded the contract. Pre-existing relationships, that have built 
up a level of technical understanding and trust, aid this process. The mutual 
understanding of the skill sets within the team can help eliminate risk as it 
directly correlates to technical difficulties. Those that view the technical 
challenge as a risk rather than a learning experience tend to falter. Those 
willing to enter into a dialogue with the team will be in a better place to give 
their specialist input to optimise the procedure, assess the risks, and 
accurately assemble a competitive cost. With the right collaborative team, 
innovation chases financial and material efficiency, using the knowledge and 
technical prowess of the collaborative team. By avoiding the inclusion of the 
risk factor present in the traditional single-stage tender, a collaborative 
promotes a minimisation of the unknowns.  
 

7.4 SCOPE 
 
7.4.1 REASONS FOR MAKING  

Invention in Making as the marker of change  

Making broadens the spectrum of the investigation by searching for material 
and fabrication techniques in parallel disciplines. Lessons learned from 
Culture and Nature challenge conventional construction methods, increasing 
the innovation potential and bringing architecture back to first principles as it 
grapples with the realities of building. Invention comes in many guises 
through the exploratory process, but the most obvious marker of change 
comes in construction that challenges established traditions. Social and 
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environmental innovations are less noticeable, as they are often part of the 
sequential use of how a building works through time. Through the script, 
Making re-examines the conventional relationship between material and 
technique. Construction can potentially take on poetry of its own, as the 
details become an expressive medium and material considerations are 
melded within inventive technical processes. Through contemporary shifts in 
values that call for greater invention in all creative actions, ALPM provides a 
framework for creativity and encourages collaboration through 
experimentation in workshops. Innovation can be pursued at the scale of the 
whole, the family of parts, the scale of a part, or the scale of a part’s specific 
detail, to make the story evident.  
 
Values from nature guide the integrity of expression  

In nature, evolution has brought about examples that show that every 
product, through a process of adaptation and survival, has multiple reasons 
for its final form and construction. The finely tuned shell of a mollusc is suited 
the material it is made from, to the life of its occupant and the environmental 
conditions in which it lives. The surface expresses how its form relates to the 
strength needed to survive. The final expression of form within nature is a 
manifestation of the method of how it was constructed. There is value in this 
authentic and honest expression of the relationship between form and 
strength and between form and construction. When architects interrogate 
ideas from natural structures, they find many overlapping formal and 
construction characteristics that make it particular. Changing any one of 
them would make it less successful. For example, the shell of a gastropod 
gains strength through three-dimensional curvature, corrugation of the 
surface, edge thickening and raised nodules that locally stiffen the surface. 
The pattern of its surface evolved to provide camouflage within its specific 
environments. Each facet of the shell's design can be interrogated to learn a 
practical lesson. It teaches integrity of form and construction as a value 
system that should be strived for to control the quality aspiration of Making. 
The detailed design development of the system of a building should be an 
honest and authentic expression of multifunctional considerations.   
 
Responding to the environmental issue of our time  

The evolution of the new construction systems in response to our age's 
unique values calls for new modes of consideration. ALPM encourages 
architects to think from first principles and emphasise environmentally 
responsible procedures. Better management of resources through 
procedures such as improved digital information, nesting of cut sheets, and 
tagging components help to limit waste. The higher safety standards 
achievable in the controlled environment of the workshop, as prefabrication 
becomes the norm rather than the exception, will decrease accidents. 
Evolutionary adaption can provide models for testing many of these revised 
relationships as architects move towards construction systems that pursue 
the goal of carbon zero. Methodologies that work from first principles like 
ALPM will be needed to challenge entrenched conventions. Digital tools of 
design and production need to be realigned to environmental considerations. 
The team must value physical realities through empirical learning to 
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reconnect thought processes that respect practical comprehension to yield 
pragmatic new solutions.   
 

 

Fig 7.3 Timber compression spiral braces a steel frame, 2019 © Mike Tonkin 
 
ALPM asserts that embracing change through integrated working procedures 
is necessary to combat the issues of our time. Innovative combinations such 
as the introduction of timber to strengthen a steel frame, demonstrated how 
sustainable engineering solutions could challenge traditional preconceptions 
(Fig 7.3). The CNC cross-laminated timber compression spiral stair in the 
refurbishment of the water tower showed how timber could be used through 
inventive detailing to brace a steel frame. Through Making the carbon 
footprint was reduced while providing architectural delight [Water Tower, 
2019].   
 
Reassessing the value of nature over the cult of technology  

Innovation comes through cross fertilisation. In nature, evolution often 
advances by the freak occurrence of an abnormality that proves 
advantageous and so becomes adopted by future generations through 
variants in DNA. Invention within international modernism leant, on the level 
of language, on the modern devices of mobility; cars, boats, and planes, and 
in the articulation of its components on the new means of industrial 
production. High tech went further; it became a cult with a fetishist 
vocabulary of techniques from submarines to lunar modules. These 
adventures in technology celebrated man’s victory over nature. This notion of 
dominance over nature is far removed from the sustainable values of today’s 
society and those that need to be harnessed for tomorrow. It is now apparent 
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that the wonders of the planet have more to teach humanity than the 
infatuation with technology. Realigning cultural values and perceiving Making 
as a system, inspired not by technology but by nature, is the beginning of 
broadening the construction perspective towards a new way of building 
responsibly.     
 
Leaning from traditional crafts to inform new techniques  

The specialism of the repeated action over time becomes a tradition that can 
be refined into an art form—proposing that each project should evolve its 
appropriate system and become a form of responsive natural language that 
marries material with technique (Oliver 2003). Learning from the skill and 
technique within a broader raft of traditional crafts brings a fresh perspective 
to architecture. These do not need to be limited to the crafts that serve 
architecture. In Making, it is not just the extended research that aids the 
creative construction process; it is the knowledge and wisdom that comes 
from the in-depth working knowledge within particular trades (Rudofsky, 
1988). These lateral connections found within related crafts help make the 
design unique. Making also has much to learn from the culture around the 
craft, grown over the years through an in-depth understanding of the material 
(Waterson 1990). From the array of conventional materials that make up the 
objects and possessions of a pre-industrial past, architects have a vast 
selection of skills from which to learn. The design team must look back at the 
redeemable values of the distant past to catapult itself forward into the near 
future. New digital technology, combined with traditional craft, has enormous 
potential within the process of Making to venture into new territories. Within 
the myriad of techniques, doors open to collaborative opportunities that may 
not have been obvious from the start. When the team understand what they 
are attempting to achieve through the directive of the script, the research 
within Making leads to fertile territory for new construction techniques. 
 
7.4.2 MEDIUMS OF MAKING  

Exploratory models tested through experimentation  

Experimentation lies at the heart of any form of creative challenge. As in 
Playing, where models explore form, the creative processes of Making also 
benefit from the investigation with models to pursue new construction 
techniques. Design team experiments should be carried out with a hands-on 
approach to make the most of intuition. Testing construction ideas through 
experimental modelling opens possibilities to discover new relationships 
between form, material, and technique. To make technological 
advancements, opportunities arise during physical hands-on learning as 
observations, and the critique of alternatives, guides the creative progress. 
Learning by doing is often overlooked by a profession that sees model-
making as a presentation tool rather than a tool of experimentation. Rather 
than commissioning professionally made models, architects should produce 
their own to explore the full potential of materials and techniques within 
construction systems.  
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Empirical learning as a process of discovery  

The feedback between form and technique is a fluid process that often blurs 
the boundary between the design stages in a creative act akin to alchemy. 
Physical experiments in Making provide instantaneous proof to check the 
design propositions are achievable and can be used to drive the design 
forward and increase opportunities for technological advancements. This 
empirical approach takes what the design sketch does in two dimensions 
and enjoys the physical properties of the real, three-dimensional world. 
Combining the imagination with manipulation by hand is a satisfying way to 
witness the unfolding of thought processes. In Making, this brings creativity 
to three-dimensional models to test the relationship between form and 
material as the ideas come to life in space. In Playing, model making 
searches for the appropriate form; in Making, the model searches for the 
applicable construction system through discovery in experimentation.      
 
Learning through prototyping in systemised construction  

Through the idea of the family of parts, collections and system of 
construction, the repeated details make the production of prototypes more 
viable. Every new building is, in effect, a prototype of needs. In product 
design, many prototypes will be made, tested, and evaluated before 
production runs are considered. The architectural profession gains 
experience and knowledge from previous building experience and the client’s 
investment in the prototype and testing processes. The benefit of prototyping 
tends to only be in large-scale projects. Still, it can also benefit minor 
experimental works, as physical testing builds a working relationship with the 
fabricator and the client's understanding and trust. Adding the cost of the 
prototype into the procurement of the project based on a two-stage tender 
has proved to be a valuable discipline for Tonkin Liu. As well as resolving 
technical issues, the prototyping process builds cost assurance into the final 
design stage. The prototype for the stressed skin plywood roof of the of the 
Sun Rain Rooms [2017] resolved may technical and construction sequence 
issues (Fig 7.4). 
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Fig 7.4 Prototype of laser-cut plywood stressed skin with foam insulation, 
2016, Tonkin Liu.   
 
Demystification of details through clear communication  

The easier it is to make something, the more likely it will be made well. Clear 
communication aids the construction and fabrication process to save time 
and improve quality. Straight-forward drawings that reveal at a glance the 
intention of the fabrication technique produce a better dialogue with the 
specialist collaborators. The convention of details at scale, in plans and 
sections, is a technical format that suits the profession and the specialists. 
The conversation with specialists will improve if three-dimensional sketches 
in hand-drawn or CAD form complement these technical drawings. Making 
emphasises the simplification and repetition of details through the 
construction system to limit the number of details and improve the quality of 
design and communication. Beyond the detail, it is always good to give the 
on-site construction team a clear visualisation to demystify the final intention. 
Building in Japan and Hong Kong provided a testing ground for the practice 
of visualising construction information. The language barrier was overcome 
by using hand-drawn axonometric sketches to help communicate the result 
with the construction and fabrication teams. As a communication aid, 3D 
diagrams radically changed the quality of the final build, becoming a 
standard delivery tool for Tonkin Liu even in projects with no language 
barrier. 
 
7.4.3 METHODS FOR MAKING 

Family of parts find identity through material and technique   

Each part of the family is explored through the separate primers of material 
and technique to make a system of construction. In Making, the breakdown 
of the family is a practical matter, concerned with both delivery and building 
specific differences within the whole. Details that produce the construction 
system also help develop the language within the overall project. Through 
the creative direction of ALPM, the language of components that make the 
system generally speaks quietly to enable one aspect of the system to be 
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amplified and heard. As in Playing, the poetry of repetition is again used to 
give a harmonious rhythm, adapted by proportion and scale to give hierarchy 
to the story’s voice. 
 

 

Fig 7.5 Collection of Rings, Family of Parts. The Promenade of light, 2006    
 
Collections offer customisable adaptive systems  

Within the building's family of parts, some will have repeat elements. Tonkin 
Liu often breaks down the order with a collection of variants with an inherent 
relationship to the whole. This disaggregation allows adaption and response 
within a system. The idea of a collection within the family of parts can be 
used as a flexible and expressive medium; a collection will be designed with 
common construction characteristics. This leads to the idea of customisation 
within the family to give variance and celebrate diversity within the controlled 
language. Numerous Tonkin Liu projects use this idea of a collection to 
respond to the differing demands of the brief or specific site conditions. 
Within a family of parts for an urban regeneration project in Old Street 
London, diversity is celebrated by giving each tree within an avenue a ring of 
stone. [Promenade of Light, 2006]. They cater to different landscape 
functions of planters, seating, tables and bike stands. Within each family, 
different-sized rings respond to the tree size and the social activity to provide 
a responsive collection (Fig 7.5).    
 
During the Making stage, the system should be simplified and made 
adaptive, a method of variance that responds to social, environmental, and 
structural demands. The bringing together of small details makes a coherent 
system of construction, adding to something greater than itself and serving 
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the whole in its storytelling role. Systemising construction details rationalises 
the creative process to control quality and time and ensure each detail’s 
relevance to the whole. The family of parts is broken down into a system of 
construction, which is in turn broken down into a series of standard details.  
 
Material and place as the victim of industrialised efficiency  

Contemporary architects are often spoilt for choice of materials. They can 
have any material, at a price, wherever they build. In the past, buildings were 
constructed out of accessible or cost-effective materials available in the local 
area. Local labour embedded intrinsic knowledge and regional character in 
the local vernacular buildings using craft techniques passed down from one 
generation to another. Today, competition from the industrialised 
construction sector and the international supply chain have made these local 
materials far more expensive than their readily available equivalents.  
 
The skills of the local craftsperson have also been lost in a construction 
industry that has abandoned apprenticeships and intensive craft labour 
processes. As a result, skilled local craftsmanship has become prohibitively 
expensive. Skills have been priced out of the everyday market in a 
construction industry that relies on the mechanical operations carried out by 
site operatives with power tools. As a response there needs to be invention 
with materials and awareness of their economic value. The logistical and 
financial reality of construction today calls for new skills, tools, and materials 
to create a contemporary language of architecture.  
 
Material poetry and the connection to the nature of a place  

Most of today's building materials use natural resources: the planks from 
trees, the chippings from the forest lumber, the stone from the mountainside, 
and the clay brick from the river valleys. However, today’s materials have lost 
their rootedness and have little relevance to place. They often travel long 
distances to be reshaped and reconstructed into uniform, generic forms by 
the construction industry. The experience of an encounter through the 
mobility of people to a material within its specific location has been replaced 
by the mobility of the material itself.  
 
Truth to material comes by finding its appropriate use and expressing its 
properties through honest construction detailing. A quiet material expression 
that balances puritanical restraint with the soul of material will provide a 
timeless quality to the building. From tree trunks to planks, from river clay to 
bricks, from hills to stone blocks, the transformation of raw material by 
technology into usable forms is the basis of the material supply chain. 
Conventionally, the creative reach of the architect rarely stretches beyond 
these predetermined material configurations, and the majority of creative 
practice begins with the modern materials as found.  
 
The ecological drive for the material choice  

ALPM suggests that current morality implies not believing in technology for 
its own sake but pursuing sustainable credentials. The building’s carbon 
footprint and responsiveness to environmental conditions are essential, and 
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these should be matched with a relationship between economy and 
longevity. The current industry norm uses multiple layers of construction, 
separating trades without regard for material efficiency, honesty, or poetry of 
structure. A critical value system is needed to change this norm and set a 
higher moral aspiration for the architecture industry. 
 
Economy in materials goes hand in hand with an economy of means. Being 
led by the story strengthens the poetic resonance of a project. Limiting the 
material pallet and the technical process brings integrity to construction and 
has many pragmatic advantages. The poetic resonance of “less is more” 
holds true with the sustainability agenda. Skilful material choices bring about 
a controlled material expression that amplifies the values of the story.  
 
The colour pallet controls continuity in materiality and space  

Control of the colour pallet gives each project neutrality guided by identity 
and brings people closer to nature. Material colour has its psychology that 
can be used to control emotion. Designers can guide material choices by 
choosing materials that work within a colour family. The advantage of colour 
families is the distinctiveness that they bring to placemaking. Control of 
material colour and technique leads to controlled details and construction 
systems, yielding unified families of parts and creating consistency for the 
project. The neutrality of single-colour family systems allows the expression 
of nature and life beyond architecture and the architect’s control. Non 
prescribed entities, such as people’s movements, their possessions, the 
changing light of the day and the seasons, are given a neutral backdrop to 
express their qualities fully.  
 
Toward timelessness through the sensory delight of the elements 

The non-material ingredients of architecture are ever present but often 
forgotten in the physical delivery of buildings. Human senses, time and 
nature’s elements are integral to the physical reality of architecture. Human 
feelings are heralded as the connective medium to bring the physicality of 
architectural experience to the fore. Time is a constituent medium of 
engagement in phenomenological architecture. Nature’s elements, registered 
by the senses over time, raise the knowledge of architecture to a higher 
plane and reconnect people to the natural world and their human nature. The 
moments that encapsulate the poignant natural phenomena can be 
promoted by a device within the architecture that makes the connection 
[Growing house 2006] and [Sun Rain Rooms, 2017].   
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Fig 7.6 Folded comb technique, Swing Bridge, 2021 © Tonkin Liu  
 
Transforming material format in the evolution of technique  

Making endeavours to keep the materials’ origin and the technology of its 
process in mind. It is no longer enough to understand the traditional hand 
tools of the artisans, and designers need to understand the new digital tools 
concerning the material and fabrication. The digital technologies will become 
more common and efficient; they are critical to the construction economy. 
Technical innovation in Making is the rational process of maximising material 
benefit and minimising material usage by utilising technology. 
 
The construction industry pursues technological advantages that aid 
effectiveness in construction to gain commercial advantage. This is a 
process of innovation and competition. When it comes to fabrication, ALPM 
turns to the experience of experts to ensure the latest knowledge and 
understanding of the skills of the new digital tools. Laser cutters demonstrate 
to architects many benefits, from pattern cutting for tailors to specialised 
filters and sieves for farmers. The laser cutter is designed for sheet materials 
that are the product of industrialised manufacturing processes. As a modern 
cutting machine, it is a workshop-based aid to prefabrication, guided by 
digital script. As it advances in size and configuration, new methods of 
integrating its role into the construction systems will increase its potential. 
The laser cutter is just one tool in an armada of digital devices, from 3D 
printing to multiple axis Computer Numerically Controlled (CNC) cutting tools 
using robotic arms. New opportunities arise as architects consider the 
potential of these tools. The technical design of the Swing bridge [2021] was 
evolved through paper models and tested with prototypes before final 
implementation of the novel folded comb technique (Fig 7.6).  
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Transformation of standard material with standard tools  

In the Making stage, ALPM argues for the advantages of poetically and 
pragmatically reductive approaches. This same ethos is true of techniques, 
and innovation can be achieved by distilling the process and amplifying the 
method. Architects strive for economic combinations of these standard 
materials and processes. In Making, economy and efficiency are not always 
the main drivers because these restraints may close doors that should 
remain open. An artistic intent may align with a creative inquiry that may not 
be currently economical because the tools and processes have not yet 
caught up with the ideas. As in the case of cutting a flute in a steel pipe, the 
invention of an inexpensive tool - a reverse countersunk drill bit – was driven 
by the ambition to create sound from the wind (see Singing Ringing Tree, 
Chapter 3). In practice, commercial constraints and tight deadlines spur 
invention by bringing urgency and finality to the research in action.  
 
Computer-aided craft inspired by nature  

The social aspirations of the arts and crafts movement for satisfaction in craft 
do not need to be ruled out. In our digital age, there is still joy in production, 
even if the skill of Making has been passed from the hand tool to the control 
of a robot. Digital design and production tools, in tandem with hands-on 
learning, benefit the designers’ instincts as they work with the technology of 
the time. Design and production are interconnected through digital models. 
Making explores how computers can aid and reinforce architecture’s ongoing 
relationship with nature. In the exploration of Playing, the computer made 
possible the iterative design process and formal freedom that would 
otherwise have been prohibitively expensive. Making takes advantage of the 
increased ease with which designs are transferred to production through the 
digital model. Often the fabricators do not have as much digital prowess in 
their tools as the architects or engineers, and a crossover of roles can take 
place. The designers’ services are extended into the production of fabrication 
drawings and scripts that the fabricator would traditionally carry out. 
Satisfaction comes from the integrity of an integrated technical process.  
 
Areas like assembly sequencing still currently remain within the remit of the 
fabricators. These are becoming increasingly sophisticated, with coded 
tagging and GPS location checking. More labour and time are invested in 
digital design, while the cutting and CNC machining processes are faster 
than traditional processes. There has been a rapid pace in the development 
of processes involved in delivering digitally designed and fabricated projects; 
to innovate; architects need to embrace these new tools.    
Realigned values for a digital ecological vision  

There is a rising potential for data-driven supply chains that will also guide 
the development of new sustainable materials made through innovative 
nature-inspired processes. Sharing information for the common good, rather 
than commercial gain, should be the intention to strive for a fairer world. A 
realigned value system will favour sustainable plant-based alternatives over 
unsustainable materials. With intelligent, responsive digital technology 
employing new sustainable materials, computer-aided digital fabrication will 
balance strength and efficiency with environmental credentials. This will 
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allow the profession to move forward positively and create a digital, post-
industrial, ecological vision for the built environment. 
 
Art and science in material and technique  

The duality between the poetic and the pragmatic that flows through the 
process of ALPM also exists in Making. Material is often aligned with art and 
emotion, but its production technique is more commonly aligned with science 
and engineering. In Making, the last part of the pragmatic mantra comes into 
its own; what is it, what does it do, how does it work, and how can it be 
made?  
 

7.5 EXPLORATION  
 
7.5.1 SETTING  

Setting; Three Waves   

 

Fig 7.7 Resting Wave. CNC layered moulds. Mass customised system.  
 
The setting determines how a project sits within a landscape and the 
relationship to the surrounding context. The interface with nature and the 
hierarchy of movement and approach can be seen in a storytelling example 
for seafront regeneration that responded to the brief’s requirement and the 
specific setting of the site.   
 
A competition was held for ideas to reinvigorate Dover Esplanade. [Three 
Waves 2009]. A story of three waves responded rationally and poetic to the 
brief with three detailed solutions that each innovated technically. The lifting 
wave offered accessibility by connecting the Esplanade to the beach level. 
Making devised a new way of casting a fibre reinforced concrete ramp as 
mini-steps and an innovative foundation in the shingle that needed no 
reinforcement. The resting wave sheltered people from the wind with seating 
that looked out to sea; the innovative mould-making process used one cut to 
make two moulds in a responsive mass customised system (Fig 7.7). The 
lighting wave illuminated the dark Esplanade with a nightly show of moving 
light. Through Making, the novel lighting columns became sculptural light 
catchers whose detail discouraged roosting seagulls. In adapting to the 
setting, each part of the landscape design was conceived as a functional 
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artwork that performed a specific task. Each innovated through the process 
of its construction to bring new ideas to the public realm.  
 
7.5.2 MASS  

Mass; Island of Light   

Mass expresses the archetype and determines the reading of the form as a 
placemaking story. Mass is the fundamental that characterises the building 
for observers; the detailed design of each part in the family gives the mass 
the cultural distinction and marks the local identity.   
 

 

Fig 7.8 Shell Lace forest of steel on stepped ferry terminal, Island of Light.  
 
The competition design for the Kaohsiung Ferry Terminal [Island of Light, 
2011] told a story of ocean liners from China and Japan arriving in Taiwan 
and passengers seeing an archetype of a forest upon a mountain (Fig 7.8). 
Visitors moved from the boat through the mass of the immigration hall in the 
sturdy mountain base into the dappled light of the temperate forest of Shell 
Lace columns. The arched, tailored perforated steel structure was covered 
by an ETFE roof, designed to cut out 80% of the hot tropical light. The hollow 
column structures also performed environmental tasks in controlling the 
airflow and rainwater of tropical storms. During the day, locals could walk up 
the shaded mountain to wave farewell to visitors. At night the archetype of a 
glowing tropical forest on the illuminated mountain symbolised Taiwan’s 
mystical beauty. Although the project was not built, it was published in 
Biomimicry (Pawlyn, 2011), and interest in the unique technical resolution 
gave the collaborative team faith that Shell Lace had further potential. The 
same team won the next, much smaller, competition entry with another Shell 
Lace proposal. [Rain Bow Gate, 2012].   
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7.5.3 TYPOLOGY  

Typology; Camera Jewel House   

The typology is distinguished through the ordered detailing of the building 
fabrics as separate components. The articulation of difference within the 
typology visualises the organising principle.  
 

 

Fig 7.9 Camera Jewel House, ‘Looking and being looked at’.  
 
The story of a house and studio for a photographer and jeweller was based 
on preoccupations with their professions [Camera Jewel House, 2001]. 
‘Looking and being looked at’ emerged as a theme that provided the quest 
for form finding (Fig 7.9). The archetypal solution from Playing was the 
romantic idea of two buildings gazing at each other across a reflecting pool 
contained within the typology of a low courtyard building. In Making the 
articulation of the form was given detail; the house faced south, the studio 
north; the two larger volumes were made with a series of filtering layers of 
light; the front of the house was a glowing screen and the back wall of the 
studio a giant camera obscura. The Making process dealt with the site's 
constraints to innovate in its construction.  Supported by needle piles, an 
innovative lightweight prefabricated timber kit floated above the 
contaminated industrial site. It was the first use of land anchors as building 
foundations. Within the whole, each component of the building was detailed 
concerning themes within the story of ‘looking and being looked at.’ 
 
Making explored the expression of typology by finding a different 
construction language for each part that made up the composition. A new 
type of white render was invented for the house for a photographer and 
jeweller. The glass bead render reflected light toward the light source, 
whether sunlight during the day or artificial light at night. The idea was that 
the whole surface would become an explosion of reflected light when 
photographed with a flash. 
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7.5.4 SERVANT  

Servant-served; Old Shed New House 

The servant served principal orders and gives hierarchy to space through the 
distinction of parts within the whole. Service and structure are articulated to 
tell the story of the specific rituals within space (Fig 7.10). 
 
 

 

Fig 7.10 Old Shed New House, servant, served, gallery and central library   
 
Tonkin Liu was a commission for a new family home on a sub-divided garden 
site with a large existing shed [Old Shed New House, 2017]. The brief called 
for a library and a gallery for the retired couple’s collections. The existing 
structure of the shed was retained and extended; its single large volume 
suggested the relationship of servant and served space that it would contain. 
Two rows of trees prompted the idea of a cut through the space to allow the 
avenue to continue internally as a double height volume; this became the 
gallery. The wall to either side served this long, thin, still prominent space 
that led as a processional route to the kitchen. Through the making process, 
the servant walls were designed to accommodate all the less essential 
service functions, entrance lobby, stairs, laundry room, plant rooms, and 
bathrooms. A minimalist bridge passed across the gallery's subdued 
detailing, giving prominence to the art.  
 
The library was inspired by a copse of birch trees that suggested an 
excellent shaded place to read a book. The cuboid volume of the library, like 
a hall in a Palladian plan, is surrounded by less critical spaces that serve the 
main room in the house. Through Making, the detailing of the library told the 
placemaking story. The spacing of the plywood uprights to the library shelves 
reflected the natural rhythm of the copse of trees that inspired it. Mirrors 
behind the shelves bring the reflection of the surrounding landscape into the 
interior so that the main served volume within the old shed becomes a part of 
the landscape that envelopes it [Old Shed New House, 2017].    
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7.5.5 CIRCULATION  

Circulation; Hall of Flowers  

The circulation of a building can be detailed in such a way as to bring the 
experience of placemaking into the fabric. The animation of movement 
through time and space can amplify the sensory delight in interaction with 
nature.  
 
The organising principle of the typology, of a checkerboard plan for a large 
family house in Spain, informed two central ideas; the first offered protection 
from the opposing Andalusian winds, and the second was to keep the 
separate blocks of the home cool by surrounding them with water. The 
central circulation benefited from the cool breeze blowing between the 
alternating blocks while providing access to them [Hall of Flowers, 2002]. 
 

 

Fig 7.11 Folded mesh stressed skin structure. Hall of Flowers © Mike Tonkin 
 
Through Making, the journey within the building was brought to life with 
changing patterns of light and shade. The innovative stressed skin sandwich 
of corrugated expanded metal would not have come about without the 
script's directive to incorporate Andalusian’s Moorish traditions. Making 
transformed the traditional mathematical patterns of the screens found in 
local buildings into an entirely new structural form. The combination of three 
layers of mesh with a folded inner core created striped flowerlike patterns 
that filled the hall with an everchanging light (Fig 7.11). Experimentation 
within Making found that variants within a family of mesh types could be 
adapted to make a vast array of different modulations of light with minimal 
cost. The idea of collections within Making allowed the design of the mesh 
screen to vary throughout the building’s circulation. The journey around the 
building provided differing views of the mature Mediterranean garden; in 
each direction, the mesh enclosures adapted to their role concerning the 
sun's heat. Through Making a collection of mass customised variables took 
Moorish influence into modern construction techniques. The detailed design 
of the building’s circulation embellished the telling of a placemaking story.  
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7.5.6 STRUCTURE  

Structure; Swing Bridge  

The structure of a building or infrastructure can be articulated to tell a 
placemaking story. The form and detailing of the structure can work together 
to amplify and innovate the type to become a pure expression of order and 
create an exemplar relationship between structure and form.  

 

Fig 7.12 Undulating bent comb structure. Swing Bridge to Dinosaur Island    
 
The design of a pedestrian bridge, [Swing Bridge 2021], provides secure 
access to Dinosaur Island in Crystal Place Park, a collection of Grade One 
Listed dinosaur sculptures. The sculptures were laid out in an evolutionary 
sequence. Making took this as a placemaking cue to design a bridge inspired 
by a bony fish, the precursor of the dinosaur. Three parts defined the bridge; 
each brought invention to a pure structure. A single foundation in the water 
made the bridge secure when locked with a chain. The pyramidal beam that 
pivots was tailored to reflect the bending moment diagram; the broader 
underside responded to the flow of compression forces. The ribcage of the 
deck branched from the backbone of the beam. It was constructed with an 
innovative 10 mm thick folded comb with three prongs, one up to be a 
balustrade, one down as a prop and one across as the deck. The deck's 
undulating plan form mimics the bony fish's movement to provide a push-pull 
balustrade that offers great stiffness with minimal material thickness (Fig 
7.12). The story of Making embodied the placemaking story of evolution that 
already existed on the site.  
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7.5.7 ENCLOSURE  

Enclosure; Tower of Light, Wall of Energy    

Enclosure describes the envelope of the building that tells the story of 
archetypal form. The detailing of the enclosure is the first layer of interface 
with environmental forces; it determines performance and interaction with the 
elements. It also expresses psychological shelter and the degree to which 
enclosure contains and harbours the function of the building.  
 
A competition for a flue tower for an energy centre to serve the civic quarter 
of Manchester called for an enclosure that would herald the city's green 
energy agenda. The winning entry [Tower of Light, Wall of Energy, 2022] 
utilised Tonkin Liu’s Shell Lace technique to propose an enclosure that was 
the only structure for the 40-meter-tall tower. The upper curved and 
undulating surfaces are fabricated from 6 mm thick stainless-steel sheets 
tailored and welded to make stackable drums (Fig 7.13). In Making the 
constraints, transportation and delivery determined the size and height of the 
oval drums. Numerous variants were tested through model making to evolve 
a form in response to the stress maps produced by the engineers. 
Parametric models were developed to find the optimum relationship between 
the material thickness and the peroration pattern.  

 

Fig 7.13 Laser cut shell lace drum Tower of light, Manchester   
 
The diagonal lattice formed by the single surface structure takes the 
horizontal force of the wind and rotates it around the oval plan to transfer the 
force into the vertical plane to be delivered to the ground. Inside the drums, 
the lightweight mirror polished stainless steel flues were completed by gold 
reflectors that quiver in the wind to reflect sunlight around the kaleidoscopic 
internal space. At the base of the Tower of Light, the wall of energy encloses 
and gives views into the energy hall. Experimental model making and 
parametric models informed the design process in the Making stage. The 
enclosure comprises a collection of undulating tessellated tiles transformed 
through height. While the tower tells a story of the energy of the sky, the wall 
tells a story of the land's energy. The beach-like ripples catch the moving 
light of the city and bring the energy centre to life.   
 
7.5.8 APERTURES  

Apertures; Sun Rain Room  

The apertures respond to an environmental task as they tell the placemaking 
story; openings within the enclosure create an interface with nature. As 
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responsive devices, they can amplify the experience and, through refinement 
of material and technique, balance environmental performance. Apertures 
may be a small part of the complete work, but they can also tell a bigger 
story.  
 
A small extension to a listed Georgian house within a walled garden tells a 
story about the weather. [Sun Rain Rooms 2017]. The roof forms a bowl in 
section cut by an ovoid shape in plan to create indoor, covered, and outdoor 
space within a walled garden. The story of rain came from the idea that a 
garden room is not just for sunny days; it should also be a good place to be 
on a bad day. The outdoor space of the terrace can be filled, by the press of 
a button, with rainwater from a harvesting tank to make an occasional pool. 
The long thin black tank is filled from the spout of a long sinuous black 
copper downpipe from the Georgian butterfly roof.  
 

 

Fig 7.14 Sun Rain Room, reflected ceiling plan, 2017 
 
At night when it rains, LED lights under the tank project a horizontal ray of 
light to catch the bouncing of the rain drops. In the blackness of the pool, 
dancing beads of light are surrounded by expanding ripples. The script drove 
the construction method to make a technique distinct to the story of the rain. 
The innovative stressed skin, coffered, laminated plywood roof would not 
have come about without the script’s focus on the poetics of bouncing light 
and ripples. The design of the apertures within the roof encapsulates the 
fleeting moment within a highly efficient structural form. 
 
The roof takes the circular pattern of everchanging ripples and creates a 
unique technical solution. The roof is mainly supported by the four walls that 
surround the garden. A ring beam follows the ovoid inner edge and delivers 
the load to a slender column hidden within the glazing. A radial plan of 
coffers creates a diagrid to transfer the loads to the outer wall (Fig 7.14). The 
coffers join the upper and lower cords of the bowed stressed skin roof. Steps 



 202 

in the CNC 6 mm plywood layers make ripple patterns that funnel upwards to 
catch daylight through a glass lens. On a sunny day, the circular apertures fill 
the room with light beams. At night, an LED ring around the double-glazed 
lens fills the coffer with light to replicate the form of bouncing rain drops. The 
construction system amplifies the story of sun and rain. The innovative 
technique uses ridged insulation between the curved upper and lower 
chords, like the foam within bird's wing bones, to produce a stiff, lightweight 
structure with an efficient depth in the roof plane of just 90 mm that was 
tested to take an overall roof load of 3 tons. At night when it rains, the white 
coffered rings of light are reflected in the black pool within the spectacle of 
the dancing rain. Through Making the art of placemaking informed material 
and technique in the science of technical production.    
 

7.6 EVALUATION 
 
7.6.1 CRITICAL ASSESSMENT 

Evaluating Making as a critical tool to assess the whole process   

The evaluation of Making is a critical assessment of the creative process 
aided by feedback and judgement. This final critical assessment strives for 
the integrity of the storytelling process to ascertain success in creating a 
unique work of placemaking. Its questioning verifies whether the design 
outcome is a true reflection of the specific circumstances of nature, people, 
and place. It tests the proposal by feeding it back through its processes of 
poetry and pragmatism. The team critically appraises the story's success and 
goal of bringing people closer to nature by inspecting the process as a series 
of practical steps toward a definitive solution. In Making, the evaluation is 
also concerned with the identity and expression within the family of parts, as 
the team questions the relationship between the systems of construction (Fig 
7.15).     
 
Critical assessment of the product and the entire process  

In Making, there is continual evaluation of the creation of the parts, as the 
script dictates each performance. The critical appraisal of the final scheme 
should happen with as many members of the collaborative team as possible. 
The lessons learnt from one project become part of the critical discourse for 
the next. If a proposition hasn't achieved its potential, the critic can offer 
advice and experience to share mechanisms and devices to help the 
designer deliver the ambition. As an architectural critic visiting a building, 
evaluation is based on the project's potential and success within its 
limitations. The same critical tools of diagnosis and remedy can be used, 
with a degree of detachment, to evaluate the success of the ALPM process 
within practice. The values evolving through the process are used as critical 
devices to test the integrity of the work, but the story is its own best critic. 
The story is a vehicle for creative endeavour but can also be used as a 
critical tool to assess creative works. 
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Fig 7.15 Family of parts in the reuse of the Water Tower, 2019, Tonkin Liu.    
 
Innovation is not a recent version or adaption but a unique combination that 
brings together, for the first time, things that have not formerly been 
amalgamated. Change is difficult to instigate; it takes a dedicated balance of 
freedom and rigour, nurtured by an expansive and systematic process and a 
capable team of collaborators. The objective of ALPM is for technical 
innovation, through the specifics of storytelling, to raise the creative bar for 
architectural practice.  
 
The parts and the whole working together sustainably  

The team also needs to ensure that the client understands the time 
commitment for care involved in the ongoing life of the building. A better way 
to build will become the only way to build. Sustainably is almost never 
mentioned, as it is now the only way to build (Braungart and McDonogh, 
2009). At this point, the ownership of the work is transferred back to the 
client, who had initially passed on the stewardship of the project to the 
architect.  
 
Many of the protagonists aid this process as they demonstrate the worth of 
the proposals in environmental terms. The process needs to ask how it can 
contribute to the local ecology, to predict how to put in place the necessary 
measures to maximise the improvement of the natural habitat (Benyus, 
2002). The team can test, through calculations, the environmental response 
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systems using digital simulation. Environmental Impact Assessments will 
become part of the evaluation of every project in future practice when every 
architect checks whether the building’s targeted benefits in performance are 
met or exceeded and will also assess whether the sustainable principles 
have brought positive mitigation for climatic extremes. In concluding the 
Making stage, the review of the building’s life cycle performance begins 
through ongoing monitoring. Exemplary standards must achieve delivery of 
environmental values. 
 
7.6.2 SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL EVALUATION 

Conveying the message through construction  

Architectural innovation should seek new ways of creating social 
environments through enacting new relationships, interactions, awareness, 
and responsibility towards communities. Prioritising social value, the team 
enriches the communal experience within the delivery of inclusive proposals.  
 
When evaluating achievement in terms of its typological arrangement, it is 
good to question whether people have been brought together and the 
opportunities for interaction have increased. Each project should be seen as 
an opportunity for creating a social network for interaction and social 
cohesion. The aim is to bring ethereal aspects of nature into the social 
discourse. Evaluation should question if the building will create an 
experience with nature that inspires people to communicate with each other.  
 
In evaluating the solution, the team assess whether the proposals reflect the 
needs and behaviours of all those who commissioned the building and all 
those who will use it. The final solution should have understood the values of 
individuals and user groups within the people pillar. All these people should 
feel engaged and comfortable in the environment created, as the 
arrangement of the final proposal needs to correlate to the values of social 
inclusion. The collections within the family of parts should assert the social 
importance of diversity and inclusion for all user groups. 
 
Environmental credibility through responsive interaction  

For the client, the project’s interaction with nature and people remains 
hypothetical until it is handed over to become a physical reality through 
occupation. As well as the commodity of the building as an environmental 
response system, the users experience becomes part of their daily lives. 
Rather than the product handover, the team hands over an ongoing, 
interactive relationship with nature. The delight that comes from framing light, 
wind, rain and seasonal change unfolds through the passage of time. When 
users engage with the elements of nature, a cooperative relationship with the 
environment brings about an enduring experience for the end user. 
Commitment to this continuous lifecycle delivers environmental and social 
value.  
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7.6.3 AN ENTITY AS THE OUTCOME 

Delivering the message through construction  

The Making chapter has outlined the concerns and methods that keep the 
creative vehicle of the storytelling technique aligned to the production of the 
built outcome as an entity. Through critical practice, the work's ambition is 
set high, and its balance of poetry and pragmatism through constructional 
systems must be kept on track to deliver the story to the highest standards 
as ALPM strives for innovation.  
 
Questioning the success of the storytelling process   

The team questions if Asking’s riddle has been unravelled and leads the 
project into rewarding creative territory. They assess whether the story’s 
protagonists would be satisfied with seeing what has been achieved. The 
success of the collaboration will be validated if the combined research for 
sources of inspiration has brought new and unique influences to bear on the 
design solution. In Playing, the duality of the poetic and the pragmatic within 
each of the fundamentals will have been played out according to the quests. 
In Making, the team asks if this led to a successful embedment within an 
archetypal form and if the story has fulfilled the promise of the redefined 
brief. As a collective, the team also needs to assess the practical issues that 
Making has raised. They confirm if the scripts for the system of construction 
in each family of parts have dutifully told the story without over-emphasis of 
their importance so that together the parts tell the whole story.  
 
Finally, the team questions the uniqueness of the identity of the placemaking 
entity to ascertain whether the story has made a unique project. This 
challenge to identity and the role of the story continues throughout ALPM. 
Suppose the team’s answers to their self-assessment are less than 
satisfactory, and the project has not risen to the highest standards. In that 
case, the team must retrace their steps and ask if they have taken a wrong 
turn or missed an opportunity to find the right approach to assess the pillars 
of particularity. The storytelling approach is never linear, and being willing to 
be critical and go back through the process always leads to a better result. 
Suppose the experimentation of Making has led to a set of drawings, 
specifications and schedules that, through a successful procurement, 
become a built form. In that case, the collaboration continues until the 
outcome is the manifestation of the story.  
 
The outcome of Making  

Making only really ends when the design process is complete. Several 
projects within any architectural practice will not reach fruition as a built 
edifice. If this is the case for a project that has been through the ALPM 
process, then the creative promise of the project still lives on in the story. It 
may inspire the creative trajectory of another project within Tonkin Liu or 
others if the outcome has touched the collective imagination; the Island of 
Light provides a good example.  
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Every good building teaches a lesson, not just to the team of people that 
made it, but to those that use and visit the work. The experience of this new 
creation tells a story of the time it was brought into existence. Architecture 
moves forward with every project that creates a unique interactive 
relationship with nature or discovers a new way to build.  When the project 
has a distinction through construction inspired by the circumstances that 
brought it into being, the story of placemaking has been told. This story that 
created it may be lost in time. Still, the experience of the physicality and the 
mystery behind the reasoning for its creation will go on to make a new story.    
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8.0 CONCLUSION 
 

 

Fig 8.1 Tower of Light, Wall of Energy. Manchester, 2022 © David Valinsky 
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8.1 CONTRIBUTION TO KNOWLEDGE 
 
8.1.1 COMBINED CONTRIBUTION  

An original contribution to knowledge: Nature, Story, Method. 

The ALPM placemaking toolkit put forward by this thesis is an original 
contribution to knowledge in the field of architectural design methodology. 
The toolkit is the outcome of many decades of research, and through the 
Practice-led PhD, it has been delivered as a concise and original working 
method for contemporary practice. It has filled the vacuum that existed within 
the profession for responsive practice that brings art into the scientific 
production of architecture. It could be suggested that the methodology 
originated when it was published in 1999, but the reality was that the original 
publication reflected the author's first ten years of sole practice. The origin of 
the theory behind ALPM has been informed by studio practice observations 
and a general approach that goes back further, arguably to the first project of 
the first year and beyond. This Practice-led PhD has drawn together 
research that has taken place in the last two decades since publication. Over 
the past six years, the PhD has consolidated the research and theory that 
supports the empirical approach and provided an original contribution to 
knowledge not through the exemplary work of the practice of Tonkin Liu but 
the transformation of the ALPM design methodology into a working toolkit to 
bring about placemaking projects such as the Tower of Light (Fig 8.1). 
 
The placemaking process it sets out is the culmination of a lifetime's 
research that supports, what is now, a tried and tested philosophical position. 
The first publication set the practice apart from the approach of other 
architects, but ALPM remained enigmatic, and the theory that drove the 
strategy remained oblique. The developments of the toolkit through the PhD 
have a more significant achievement in bringing together an entirely new 
combination of influences to the practice and teaching of architecture. The 
research shares the new knowledge created with a detailed explanation of 
the ALPM placemaking procedures that incorporate nature as the central 
focus of the storytelling placemaking methodology. The research contribution 
is set within the three overlapping fields of study: nature, storytelling, and 
methodology.    
 
8.1.2 NATURE CONTRIBUTION  

Nature-focused toolkit as the research outcome  

It has been over twenty years since the ALPM put forward the creed that 
represented a belief in nature as grow, glow, flow, and float. Within the 
production of the placemaking toolkit, nature has become embedded within 
the procedures in a structured, legible approach to design. The nature-
focused storytelling methodology suggests alignment to new sources of 
influence that will expand the horizon of architecture. The toolkit provides a 
responsive system that changes the priorities that guide and instigate design 
during environmental turmoil. The research has taken place over a time of 
considerable change within society and the profession. The problems are 
different, the values have shifted, and architects need a reassessment period 
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to consider new ways of working. It has become increasingly important for 
the designer to become more responsible and understand problems beyond 
face value. ALPM stood the test of time by providing the creative mechanism 
to challenge convention and understand current issues from first principles 
by focusing on nature. The award-winning case studies in the appendix 
demonstrate how nature's influence can be brought into design in different 
project genres at different scales. The main contribution that nature-focused 
research makes is to raise environmental awareness and show how the 
phenomena of nature can be integrated into a design that learns from 
nature's ingenuity. In doing this, the toolkit offers a means of making nature 
the new symbolic reference point for our time.  
 
Nature as a resource of inspiration for our era  

Nature is the instigator in the placemaking toolkit as the creative resource to 
inspire a new era. Historically each architectural culture selected a new 
source of influence that reflected the ideals and aspirations of its age. 
Whether it's the classical imperial order of Rome in the renaissance, the 
sovereign identity of the gothic revival in the arts and crafts or the reference 
to boats and planes as symbols of mobility in industrialised modernity, the 
source holds meaning and value. Nature, as the creative resource of our 
age, emphasises an alternative set of values that will determine a relevant 
and poignant language for contemporary architecture. The architecture of 
vernacular evolved organically from the status of its purpose and the 
traditional building methods according to the physical and cultural context. 
The placemaking toolkit of ALPM helps set the values and aspirations for a 
nature-focused design that does not look to the past. Instead, it forms a 
methodology for an alternative organically evolved language, a didactic 
sustainable modern vernacular.  
 
The stages of ALPM have achieved the research objectives for a clear and 
concise nature-focused toolkit. Nature priming tools have been added to 
Asking and Looking to ensure the ambition to engage with nature is 
embedded in both the poetic intent and the pragmatic agenda. The four 
paths to connect with nature setting, framing, symbols and lessons from 
nature, are used as primers to put nature as the highest priority. They have 
been researched and developed empirically and tested through practice. 
Through testing-out research and studies of comparative literature, the four 
paths can be aligned to the four stages but do not need to be used 
exclusively in this way. Asking contextualises the story through the setting 
within nature. Looking expands the horizons of influence to frame the 
connection with nature. Playing explores the embodiment of formal 
archetypes and symbols of nature. Making utilises lessons from nature to 
unify the craft of material and technique to bring about an amplified 
experience of nature.  
 
The research aim for nature has been fulfilled by the versatility that these 
nature-focused tools have added. The aspiration to reconnect people to 
nature has been achieved through mechanisms that amplify the relationship 
with nature through experience to bring about wellbeing and raise awareness 
and responsibility in the time of the climate crisis. The focus on nature has 
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highlighted how learning from nature can lead to more sustainable solutions 
and insights that will lead to innovation as nature becomes the inspiration 
source of our time. The contribution to knowledge comes not just through the 
ease of use but through combination with the storytelling tools.     
 
8.1.3 STORYTELLING’S CONTRIBUTION  

The role of the story within the placemaking toolkit 

This thesis has tested the robustness of the theory that a story can 
successfully direct the creation of a work of architecture. The research has 
redefined how the story can be used as a design vehicle for contemporary 
practice. It asserts that the story of a building is more than the story of its 
construction; it is the work's reason for being. The thesis has shown how 
Playing reflects the idea of the raison d’être. With its roots in the French 
Beaux Arts, the search for the essence of the project is pursued through a 
diagram called the esquisse. In ALPM, the diagram becomes the tool to give 
form to the story. Traditionally, many stories were used within cultures to 
define their past identity and consolidate their cultural meaning. The 
storytelling technique within ALPM is not concerned with a past tale but a 
constructed vision of the future. The stories fabricated by ALPM begin as 
fiction because they have yet to be brought into physical being. When 
projects are built, fiction becomes a new form of fact. The idea of the story as 
a responsive medium with its own life forces also resonates with the German 
notion of Zeitgeist, the spirit of the time. The story is more than the 
justification for the design direction; it also conveys the aspirational qualities 
of its existence. The poetry of the story brings architecture’s spirit to life. In 
doing so, the story imparts information beyond the pragmatic to support the 
project's poetic reasoning. It is a story of how and why the building 
developed in particular.  
 
The story can be a discreet tool embedded within a building’s fabric, or it can 
be embellished in its symbolic form and in the project name that proclaims its 
intent. It has no predetermined form of representation; it can be background 
or foreground, literal or entirely abstract. The story has creative freedom, but 
to have a resonating meaning, a story needs to be well told. An architectural 
story must be constructed with a thorough process to deliver a well-crafted 
meaning that will manifest itself through the Making process. The overall 
objective of ALPM is to use fiction to bring about innovation by instigating 
change through storytelling design procedures. The storytelling methodology 
shows how to combine the poetic with the pragmatic and fuse art with 
science through poetic rationalism.  
 
Abstract intent that delivers integrity through art  

The story describes the project's intentions on an abstract level of reality as 
an archetype or symbol accessible without needing a written description. The 
archetype sets the project's grander ambition and captures the collaborative 
team's collective imagination. Translating the meaning within the abstract 
story into the physical built reality of a work of architecture is a reversal of the 
process of abstraction in art that creates stories from the real world. The 
traditional storyteller produces a fictional account of people in a place that 
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will be constructed within the individual’s imagination. The architect uses 
imagination to conjure a new reality from knowledge of real people and the 
conditions within real places. Facts feed fiction to plot new facts. The concept 
of the story as the abstract parallel vehicle has been made accessible and 
helpful through the integration of storytelling techniques with design stages; 
this thesis has disentangled the idea of abstraction as disjunctive to reality 
and shown how art practice can bring creative integrity into architectural 
practice. The abstract parallel entity delivers integrity through art.  
 
Myth challenges convention to bring about change  

The research identified the myth as the ultimate storytelling vehicle of 
change. Every myth is on the edge of believability, but inside each myth is 
hidden a particular truth. The idea of myth as the carrier of belief within the 
creation of a work of architecture challenges the convention of myth as a 
critical tool of the past, and puts myth forward as a tool to shape the future. 
The research has asserted that the story is humankind's instrument to bring 
about change and reshape the idea of the truth. The highest manifestation of 
the story is the creation of a myth. Like the story and the parable, they 
challenge the conventions of what can be perceived as the truth. Both are 
tools of fabrication that have the power to instigate change.  
 
ALPM tools test the relationship between myth and reality because the 
stories that are imagined transform ideas into new realities. To challenge 
convention is to reject the commonly held view; knowledge based on an 
understanding of the generally held view is built upon a belief in the way 
things are. To challenge convention, the basis of the belief system that 
supports the commonly held view must be challenged. Innovation does not 
come through building on existing knowledge; it comes from upending and 
rebuilding the way the problem is approached from first principles. In 
education, students are encouraged to stand on the shoulders of giants. New 
giants stand on the shoulders of the past giants to hold up the consensus of 
the present. The changes that society faces, with climate change and the 
mutable ideas of the truth in the information age, suggest that more divergent 
challenges to knowledge are needed. The empirical stance of ALPM is just a 
small step toward intellectual self-reliance that encourages thinking beyond 
the bounds of the perceived norms to give independence from the current 
status quo. 
 
8.1.4 DESIGN METHODOLOGY’S CONTRIBUTION   

Science meets art within a nature-focused storytelling methodology  

ALPM offers a methodology to free architects from prescriptive norms and 
allows the serendipity of circumstance to guide them towards resonant 
placemaking. With nature and culture as primary fields of inspiration, the 
thesis has demonstrated how storytelling can expand the boundaries of 
influence upon architecture to break its narrow sphere of influence. The 
toolkit demonstrates versatility as it provides the means of translation and 
integration of ideas from diverse sources. ALPM offers a diversity of 
outcomes to the profession through its unique decision-making procedures. 
As a tool of creation, the story gives the architect the courage to challenge 
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perceived realities and explore new creative territory. The staged integration 
of the storytelling techniques of riddle, quest, archetype, and script has 
provided a clear format and progress for the story’s integration. Through the 
toolkit, the joys of discovery within art practice can now inform the scientific 
production of architecture.   
 
The toolkit methodology fuses nature-focused and storytelling procedures 
within the ALPM design process. It is a contribution to knowledge through the 
introduction of an emphasis on nature, art practice, and storytelling within the 
conventional scientific subject of methodology. The placemaking toolkit is a 
research outcome that fulfils a previously unsatisfied need. No clear 
methodological format for nature-focused placemaking existed within the 
profession nor the academic world before the creation of the transformative 
toolkit of ALPM. This PhD fills this void by building on past research and over 
four decades of practical experience. It provides a precise and rational 
system to respond to architectural briefs by going beyond prosaic 
requirements. Through division and subdivision, a staged framework of tools 
breaks down the issues and completely redefines the problem to open up the 
creative field to innovative solutions. The toolkit provides a systematic 
scientific structure for the generation of artistic insights. 
 
On the pragmatic and poetic level, the integrated, inclusive, placemaking 
system offers an entirely new set of design tools to the profession. The 
ALPM toolkit is original in pursuing a theory of hyper-specific responsiveness 
to bring about particularity by inversely encouraging a broad scope of 
inspiration from beyond architecture's current horizons.   
 
Practise based research through first-hand knowledge  

It is not enough for architects to question society’s norms; they must take 
conventions apart and reconstruct them to bring about substantive change. It 
is unsatisfactory to solely undertake research or propose theoretical 
positions; architects should also construct and prove theories that challenge 
convention through construction in the real world. This Practice-led PhD 
takes research beyond hallowed academic institutions to impart new 
knowledge of the possibilities for change that can be enacted within the 
commercial realities of architectural practice. The research is concerned with 
professional production.  
 
The ALPM toolkit needed to be fit for purpose to serve current realities. 
Practice-led research will inevitably be more concerned with the involvement 
of real-world first-hand experience, and this has been the case with this PhD. 
This thesis has argued that the knowledge created by the interactive design 
operations has more validity in practice than the creation of knowledge 
based on an investigation of a past academic findings in relation to a third 
party's work in practice. For architectural practice, first-hand research has 
greater relevance than second-hand knowledge. This justifies the 
development of a framework for in-practice research over the closed 
description of the products of the process. Within the profession, if 
knowledge is not being circulated and utilised in the service of new 
production, then it has little value. The empirical stance shows how 
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interactive, responsive, and collaborative processes can resolve the dualism 
of poetic and pragmatic issues that affect practice and teaching. Making new 
knowledge that incites further actions and brings about change is a worthy 
contribution to knowledge through practice, something required to bring 
validity and accountability to academic research.  
 
Aims and objectives delivered through poetic rationalism  

The ALPM research makes its new knowledge available in a straightforward 
accessible systematic format for action and incites changes in designer 
behaviour. Furthermore, it is a research system for creating new knowledge 
through the project-specific creative endeavour. This meta-research puts 
forward an active theory of new thought processes to bring about innovation 
delivered by practice in the production of original works of architecture. New 
knowledge generated using the ALPM process has the potential to go 
beyond existing knowledge production systems as it puts greater value on 
the creative products of practice.  
 
The ALPM process sets an evolutionary trajectory toward completely new 
working procedures for un-siloed future conceptions of teaching and practice 
and cross-fertilisation within the compartmentalised construction industry. 
ALPM is not just how to design; it is about changing the thought processes 
for creating in a far more inclusive and responsive manner. The working 
method has been disseminated through tutoring, lecturing, writing, judging 
awards, in partnership with Anna Liu, through the work of a leading state-of-
the-art design studio and will be further disseminated through publication of 
this PhD. The toolkit has been proven to be easy to understand, and the use 
of the design primers is logical and self-explanatory. The process itself is 
didactic and can evolve and be adapted for personal use. By the conclusion 
of the process, simple responsive steps will have prompted thousands of 
questions to find a straightforward answer through poetic rationalism.      
 

8.2 RESEARCH CONTRIBUTION TO PRACTICE  
 
8.2.1 TONKIN LIU AND PHD RESEARCH  

The contribution to and from Tonkin Liu through the PhD research 

During the years of the PhD research, its focus on the development of the 
process has improved the quality of the collective output of the Tonkin Liu 
studio. The understanding of the ALPM procedure has improved, the scale of 
the work has increased, and the practice has received more prestigious 
awards, including winning the Stephen Lawrence prize twice. The 
reformatting of stages and the addition of tools have integrated nature and 
storytelling more strongly into the studio’s design responses. As a robust 
system, it is now more flexible and adaptable to a more diverse range of 
projects and scales. The improvement has led to greater consistency in the 
studio's approach. Better communication of the processes has fulfilled the 
need for a unified studio approach; throughout the PhD research, studio 
procedures have been standardised to ensure nonstandard outcomes for 
each project. The demystification of the design framework through improved 
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diagrams and explanations has allowed design workshops to be more 
inclusive. The feedback that has amended design operations has been 
helpful to new staff and fulfilled a role as Continued Profession Development 
(CPD). Within a small practice, this is important, as CPD aids the 
development of learning the material and technical skills within the industry 
and can refresh and improve the ingenuity of design and, in doing so, bring 
integrity to the work.  
 
The design workshops' collective character helps create a collaborative 
atmosphere in the studio, and the storytelling helps engender an egalitarian 
approach where everybody’s voice matters. The revised methodology has 
also helped to instil a studio ethos that does not rely on conventional 
references but has the courage to instigate design through specific 
circumstances. The clearer the framework became through the ongoing 
research, the greater the belief in the merits of the first principles approach 
within the practice. This PhD has helped formulate a scientific basis for art 
practice within ALPM. The scientific disassembly of each project’s brief and 
its artistic recreation has enabled the practice to link artistic creation to 
scientific and technical innovation.  
 
8.2.2 MYTH 

The idea of myth as a broader tool of creativity  

The use of mythmaking does not mean that architecture should become 
obscure; it is a way to make it more accessible. The mythmaking 
methodology has metamorphosed over the past two decades; it has been 
robust enough to stand the test of time and allow changing values and 
evolving expertise to consolidate its procedures. The writing of this thesis 
has challenged and improved its structure; it has become more flexible 
through the adaptable delivery vehicle of the story. The organising principles 
have been amended, and new devices and mechanisms have been added to 
deliver clarity and ease of use. Results in teaching and practice have 
confirmed the validity of the approach. ALPM has been used as a creative 
primer for a diverse range and scale of projects; its adaptability is 
demonstrated by its diversity. Architecture, art, landscape, and structural 
projects have been the mainstay of the practice for the past two decades. 
The storytelling methodology works equally for each. It has also helped bring 
in more unconventional projects that have demonstrated how the architects' 
methods and working practices can be of use in other fields.  
 
Architecture can also be seen as a vehicle to deliver many smaller stories 
that speak of our time through placemaking. This thesis has put across the 
idea that architecture has the potential to work at two scales of myth, the 
macro myth of society and the micro myth of the individual work of 
architecture. If architecture is not creating a new story at the macro and the 
micro level, it is not fulfilling its purpose. Mythmaking can be a valuable tool 
for creation by assessing and analysing signs and symbols within 
contemporary culture. There are also implications for myth as an 
anthropological tool and mythmaking as a storytelling technique for society’s 
future value systems. This PhD has provided the format to explore the idea 
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of contemporary myth. This long-held personal interest in the validity of belief 
systems within society has been explored through the intellectual and artistic 
mechanism that myth offers to challenge society's conventions.       
 
8.2.3 PRACTICE AS ROLE MODEL   

RIBA role model as the testbed of practice research  

Although the toolkit is the successful outcome of PhD research, the 
successful outcome of the toolkit is the quality of the work produced through 
its use. The number of awards for a practice of this small scale is a 
testament to the approach's success. Tonkin has been awarded 20 RIBA 
awards over the past 20 years. It has also won first place in the AJ retrofit 
awards three years in a row. It was the only practice among all sizes of UK 
practice to be shortlisted for three AJ awards. It has won the Stephen 
Lawrence prize twice, and many projects, such as the Swing Bridge, have 
won multiple awards (See Awards List, Chapter 9.3). The studio was chosen 
in 2019 as one of just nine UK practices to be an RIBA Role Model Practice. 
An honour bestowed, after a rigorous process of interviewing the whole team 
and several clients, for the unique approach of the collective studio. The 
awards represent not just the quality of the works produced as a testament to 
the rigour of the process, but more importantly, they represent recognition of 
a successful challenge to convention.  
 
 
 
 
 

8.3 LIMITATIONS OF RESEARCH   
 
8.3.1 LIMITATIONS OF CHANGE  

Climate change and limitations of design research   

The research addresses the climate crisis but understands the limits of 
design methodology in tackling global concerns. Nature has always been the 
focus of Tonkin Liu. In the last two decades, nature has moved from the 
background ethos proclaimed within the creed (Tonkin, 1999) to the 
foreground driver of design solutions. The connection of nature to the idea of 
human nature aids the process of finding the essence of a nature-focused 
outcome. The connection to the natural world is made through the built work 
to define new nature-based meaning in the current culture. Society must 
address its conflict with nature to reconnect as symbiotic partners, working in 
harmony with the ecosystem. Today, the individual and the collective goal 
should be to aid the restoration of balance and return to a state of equilibrium 
with nature. This research can signpost the way and acknowledges the 
limitations that instigating design action can have on culture. The focus has 
been to ask how innovation can be brought as a manifestation of change 
within the profession. The research was not set out as a cure to the climate 
crisis; the research intends to make nature the central focus of design 
thinking and thus raise environmental awareness and improve responsibility 
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within design tasks. The toolkit has developed forward fit-for-purpose 
methods that are receptive to new ecological needs.  
 
8.3.2 TECHNICAL LIMITATIONS  

Limitations of technical research and the emphasis on process  

The thesis is not a technical declaration of intent; it suggests procedures for 
thought processes that lead toward innovation. The structure persuades the 
architect to suspend the drive for technical resolution until the last Making 
stage, when a clear agenda has been set for technological exploration. 
Poetic and pragmatic consideration of the storytelling script sets the role of 
the technical investigation of each building’s components within the family of 
parts. As mentioned in the introduction, inventions that have grown out of the 
ALPM toolkit, such as Shell Lace Structure, would be an excellent research 
topic in their own right. But to over-focus on the purely technical possibilities 
of such inventions would be against the spirit of invention seeded by the 
unique confluence of circumstance.  
 
In the desire to see the breakdown of the silos of professional jurisdiction, 
research that crossed the boundaries between architecture and engineering 
would serve as a technical extension to this thesis. The Singing Ring Tree 
case study has shown (see chapter 3.0) the technological achievements of 
the ALPM toolkit. Technical experimentation within Tonkin Liu is brought 
about through ALPM in the service of individual projects. The time 
constraints of practice-led research have focused research on practice 
operations rather than a specific project's technical execution. The thesis 
was not intended to be an illustrated portfolio. The dissemination of the 
theory through an expanded and detailed series of exemplary works is 
beyond the limits of these investigations but could be justified by the 
research findings. ALPM does not set out how to design; it suggests the 
thought processes and technical considerations for structured and efficient 
procedures that will lead toward innovation. Many innovative techniques 
have arisen through use of the design methodology including the patented 
self-expanding trachea stent [Shell Lace Stent, 2015], the comb folded 
undulating steel bridge structure [Swing Bridge, 2021], and the shell lace 
structural technique [Shi Ling Bridge, 2009], [Rain Bow Gate, 2012] and 
[Tower of Light, 2022] all deserve additional research time. However, an in-
depth technical investigation is beyond the scope of the research objectives 
for the placemaking toolkit.       
 
Limitations of vernacular research within the ALPM framework   

Interest and admiration for the empirical evolution of vernacular architecture 
have been discussed in the Making chapter, but field research has not been 
a part of this study. As the PhD emphasises process rather than product, the 
thesis has steered away from focusing on the specific projects that have 
inspired the author. The relationship between social, structural, and 
environmental concerns is often resolved by evolved vernacular solutions 
that fuse resource-effective material and ingenuity of technique in a holistic 
whole, mirroring the goal of the Making stage. The anthropological variety 
within the cultural manifestation of the vernacular has aided the spirit of the 
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placemaking research; this PhD has been limited to understanding how a 
working toolkit may encapsulate these ideas for future projects.  
 
Future research could explore a toolkit that would work within more concise 
vernacular traditions. Knowledge of diversity within isolated indigenous 
communities has helped to hone the observational and deductive skills of the 
author as a curious traveller. Studies of vernacular buildings tend to lean 
towards the anthropological (Waterston, 1990) or the constructional 
(Rudofsky, 1988). Critical appraisal of these considerations' first principles 
has shaped the toolkit's formation. ALPM is an adaptive toolkit that can 
respond to a sped-up process of cultural evolution to create place-specific 
works that may take on vernacular traits without returning to the construction 
methods or the cultural meaning of the past. Although ALPM reflects the 
ambition for the same holistic outcomes, it was important for the research to 
shift the emphasis from what had been done in the past to what could be 
done in the future. The relationship of ALPM to vernacular architecture would 
be a valuable subject of research. Such research could be reformatted to 
become a tool of analysis to help pragmatically ascertain the technical and 
ethnographic rationale behind the evolutionary development of the 
vernacular.   
 
8.3.3 EXPANDING LIMITATIONS   

Value systems to be developed for broader usage  

The research is limited to the subject of how to improve design responses in 
order to address the issues of our era but could go further to influence value 
systems for design. Although the ALPM methodology has been taught in 
several architecture schools, it has to date only been practiced by Tonkin Liu. 
As a situation-specific methodology, ALPM suggests how design may bring 
about the innovation required for our age's challenges. The socio-political, 
policy-level interventions needed to tackle the climate crisis must happen at 
the level of government but can be provoked by activism. The ALPM Toolkit 
raises cultural awareness and provides a raft of new and original tools to 
tackle the issues, including a workshop on activism and producing toolkits for 
local intervention. ALPM sets a framework for designers to contest the 
outdated environmental and social conventions that govern our society. The 
research could be taken further to develop tools to dissemble and 
reassemble value systems to bring about direct climate action. The toolkit put 
forward by the research has a robust environmentally led agenda. The proof 
of the validity of its working practice will only come when it has enjoyed 
broader usage.  
 

8.4 IMPLICATIONS OF RESEARCH 
 
8.4.1 IMPACT ON THE PROFESSION   

Research implications for the profession and education  

Design methodologies as a scientific design tool arose in the post-war period 
(Jones, 1973). In architecture, they became a tool of functionalist 
modernism. As the scientific basis of functionalism was challenged, the use 
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of accompanying methodological tools waned. Through the crisis of 
modernism, a new way of designing was proposed through the 
understanding of history and a propensity to instigate design through 
reverence to a historical reference. This negated the need for the 
methodological generation of ideas, as the ideas were embedded in the 
chosen model. The over-reliance on historical referencing failed to be 
concerned with any kind of vision of the future. The outdated obsession with 
the past offers no valuable model for the current condition or a future vision 
for architecture. In addition, the over-reliance on technology has been a 
significant contributor the production of the recent unsustainable growth-
driven paradigm.  
 
The concept of the future proposed by ALPM does not look back to look 
forward. The placemaking strategy encourages research rooted in and 
engaged with deciphering the present to stimulate an imaginative projection 
for a more responsive and sustainable future. ALPM does not hold up 
technology or history as the tool of salvation. It suggests that a closer 
relationship to nature, one that looks, listens, and learns, will guide architects 
toward a better connection to the planet and each other. Future researchers 
will find credence in the third way offered by the placemaking approach of 
hypersensitive and universally accessible storytelling. The toolkit has 
implications for methodological studies for practice-led research targeted at 
improved professional action. It also implies to any individual within the 
profession that a self-assessment and re-evaluation may be needed to 
change philosophical attitudes toward how architecture can best serve 
society and generate ideas.    
 
Practice implications of nature-focused placemaking  

The implication of the findings for other practitioners lies within the 
responsiveness of the placemaking toolkit. The design methodology has 
learnt lessons from working within various design genres such as 
architecture, art, landscape, structures, and master planning. All have 
contributed to the evolution of the toolkit, and practitioners from each 
discipline will find it helpful. The PhD has not attempted a critical appraisal of 
other contemporary approaches, such as neo-classism, neo-vernacular, 
critical regionalism, post-modernism, and neo-modernism, nor high-tech, 
parametric, and material-focused modernism. Each of these represents 
different problems for the designer. The decision was to remain focused on 
the contribution of the ALPM design methodology. The responsive 
placemaking approach of ALPM offers an alternative to these genres. These 
theoretical standpoints are based on pursuing an existing doctrine rather 
than teaching the designer to think from first principles and working within the 
limitations of the project's circumstances to instigate design through 
placemaking. The toolkit has the potential to become a commonplace guide 
for practice for all those interested in reassessing the thought processes that 
will generate the architecture of tomorrow. If the processes of the toolkit were 
followed in their true spirit by others, there would be no danger of many 
practices producing similar work because the emphasis is on each project’s 
situation as unique. The clear diagram of each work stage provides other 
practices with a legible toolkit to instigate and control design procedures.  
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The adoption of ALPM design procedures alongside the RIBA Plan of Work 
would not be in conflict, because it has been developed with respect for its 
management system. Further research could suggest an amalgamation of 
the ALPM design methodology and RIBA work stages. Another significant 
benefit for general practice will be the focus on nature, showing professionals 
how to become more sympathetic to the natural world. The research and 
project case studies have highlighted how digital design and digital 
fabrication can bring the team closer to the process of nature. Architects 
must overcome the aversion to parametric tools evident within much of the 
profession. Digital technology, in conjunction with the storytelling nature-
focused approach, will bring about a new language of architecture.      
 
8.4.2 IMPACT ON TEACHING   

Academic implications for education and teaching 

This thesis raises implications for education generally and the teaching of 
architecture in particular. On an educational level, the ALPM methodology 
helps those new to architecture, including new clients and non-professionals, 
understand the design process's intricacies and show how architects solve 
complex problems with simple solutions. The toolkit in a simplified form could 
also be used at the secondary school level, along with case studies, to 
broaden the sphere of those interested in undertaking the academic journey. 
The empirical approach would encourage more school leavers to enter the 
profession through its emphasis on both art and hand craft. At the degree 
level, the stages' layout and the tools' directness are intended to make the 
design process accessible and easy to follow for anyone studying design. 
The clear prompts from the division and subdivision of the creative enquiry 
can help unfurl the mystery surrounding the design process. At degree level, 
learning through doing is encouraged by ALPM, and learning from studying 
practical solutions from exemplar projects through the physicality of building 
properties promotes awareness of ‘how it works’ and ultimately aids the 
ability to innovate. Introducing students to architecture's pragmatic 
foundations, and accumulating constructional, structural, and environmental 
knowledge needed to respond, is best taught through the hands-on first 
principles approach. The practical skills developed could create a foundation 
in the craft of architecture before students proceed to the master’s level to 
explore the art of architecture. Intellectual independence matched by 
technical prowess is the hallmark of an excellent postgraduate student.  
 
The ALPM system helps to demystify the creative process and demonstrates 
how pragmatic considerations can inform poetic rationalism. While this thesis 
has suggested that students learn from empirical experimentation, it can also 
be said that teachers learn from the empirical experience of teaching. The 
rigours and physical reality of practice and the interactive and experimental 
world of teaching have much to offer each other. The focus of this thesis has 
been on the delivery of a toolkit for contemporary creative practice. Future 
research could examine how the lessons from creative practice could focus 
on informing procedures within the teaching syllabus at all levels of 
architectural education. The output of creative practice is imaginative and 
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responsive solutions to society's general issues. The teaching output is 
imaginative and responsive graduates who will continue to innovate within 
the construction industry. This research has enabled ALPM to serve these 
general needs and asserts that the role of research is not purely the making 
of new knowledge. The implications are that knowledge production is worthy 
if it is helpful in practice and, in this case, applicable to teaching syllabuses 
and curricula.   
 
 
 

8.5 SUMMARY 
 
8.5.1 RAISING EXPECTATIONS    

Elevating building to architecture through storytelling  

Rock commented in the forward of ALPM (Tonkin, 1999), ‘This little book 
portrays its size by explaining a big concept of designing in a different way. 
Of approaching the client brief uniquely. Of discovering the creative spark 
that essentially differentiates architecture from mere building by coming from 
a new direction’ (Rock in Tonkin, 1999). This thesis asserts that a building is 
merely a building if it simply performs a mundane task. It may be fit for 
purpose and entirely pragmatic, but if the building speaks of something more 
than itself and tells a story, it becomes architecture. When a stranger 
approaches a work of architecture, it starts to tell the story of its creation. The 
work speaks of the values and the ideals that brought it into being; the 
stranger hears them consciously and subconsciously. The work speaks of 
the unique character of the place it is built and about a particular set of 
relationships with nature. The stranger familiarises themselves with the 
physical properties as they assess the quality and the technique employed. 
The associations of form and appearance elevate the stranger’s reading to 
symbolic levels. When the architecture has told its story, the stranger 
becomes an acquaintance and the belief system that made the work is 
passed on as a myth that can be shared. This research has set a trajectory 
and has implications for an alternative form of accessible architecture. It 
shows how the reading of a building on an empirical level determines how it 
is understood on a higher symbolic level. The comprehension of the 
pragmatic makes accessible the reading of the poetic.    
 
Storytelling’s broader role to play in creative production  

Although there is a role for the everyday within the production of the 
profession, ALPM strives to make projects that rise above the ordinary to 
capture the imagination, not just of other architects but of the broader 
audience of the general public. The argument has been made for an 
accessible process that produces accessible architecture that communicates 
in a wide sphere. The belief in the everyday should not be an excuse to be 
ordinary or mundane; there is an incentive to capture the imagination and lift 
the spirit as society's myth shifts. The implications for further research and 
the idea of myth within a community have a broader storytelling role to play. 
The design methodology that has created so many award-winning stories in 
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the form of buildings, landscapes, artworks, and structures has the potential 
to become an accessible storytelling tool for many more fields of research 
and, far more importantly, a creative endeavour in the real world. The 
storytelling methodology described here would provide an excellent method 
for simply making a story, be it in the form of a poem, novel, documentary, or 
film. The implication is that ALPM sets a ready-made course for action within 
broader practice, with research embedded within its working practices. It puts 
forward a story about how to make stories.    
8.5.2 INSTIGATING CHANGE    

Changing perceptions in a siloed society  

To challenge convention is the duty of research within creative practice, and 
to utilise the revelations within society's expanding knowledge base of nature 
should be the goal. The way architects view and think about nature is an 
abstraction of its physical realities, and it is neither the scientist's pure fact 
nor the artist's emotional expression. Abstract metaphorical comprehension 
of the natural world becomes embedded in the culture of the buildings 
through the mindset that embodies art and science. One’s discipline is the 
challenge of the other's reasoning, conjoining to become a totality. Architects 
pursue the physical remaking of a world by projecting imagination 
underpinned by scientific knowledge. This thesis has proposed four logical 
ways to cultivate this reconnection with nature to rationalise architecture's 
potential relationship with nature. To make the subject matter of nature more 
accessible and amenable, the toolkit presents a cross-fertilisation of the 
seeds of instigation.  
 
The thesis has questioned the cultural perception of nature through the 
division of art and science by asking how nature could become a more 
accessible cultural resource. Just as the professionals within the construction 
industry, architects, and engineers, are siloed through their specialism, so 
are professionals within the natural sciences. The author has argued for 
breaking down barriers through collaboration and opening different mindsets 
so that all parties can become more empathic to nature. Architects need to 
see nature holistically as a set of interrelated, overlapping systems. The 
cataloguing, recording, and documentation of nature undertaken by 
naturalists should be connected to the actions of creative professionals. 
Collaboration translates and interprets information, crossing boundaries by 
transforming the lessons learnt into new ideas and forms.  
 
Within the current educational system, the silo problem begins with the 
separation of art from science and the separation of nature into the neatly 
defined, detached subjects of geology, biology, physics, and chemistry. 
Unless society liberates the appreciation of nature from these traditional 
silos, the separate streams of knowledge will not be brought together into 
cohesive future action. Any design methodology has limitations in directly 
changing the siloed basis of knowledge. Therefore, the ALPM toolkit implies 
that designers can see the world with a more empathic and holistic vision by 
encouraging collaboration and blurring the boundaries.   
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Implications for society in a time of cultural change  

The industrial age that brought about the climate crisis has evolved through 
society's progress into the technological age. The position of this thesis is 
that technology should be seen as part of the problem. In the post-war era, it 
was often seen as the potential saviour in protecting society from the 
ravages of nature. This thesis suggests that technology should not be seen 
as a solution but as a tool to work with nature to combat the current 
environmental calamity. Ecologically sustainable solutions could be achieved 
if nature is considered responsibly and ethically. Our earlier beliefs propelled 
the ages of industry and technology towards mass production and continual 
growth. The age of ecology will evolve by faith in sharing the task of 
remediation through individual and collective action. The rise of globalism 
and the recent social reaction of populist nationalism have highlighted the 
position of global ecological problems and local social problems.  
 
The idea of the one within the many has been a consistent theme throughout 
the ALPM methodology, encouraging individual belief and collective 
commitment to bring about cultural change (Campbell, 2008). Like the 
methodology itself, expansive societal problems are solved by division, 
subdivision, exploration, evaluation and selection. The branching diagrams of 
evolving processes in the toolkit have shown how complex issues can be 
solved by logical evolutionary means. The ecological age will aid new paths 
towards resolution relating to the global and local through particular problem-
solving conditions. Tackling the issues of nature at regional and local scales 
will bring about the step changes needed to address the global problems of 
the environment.  
 
ALPM embraces the lateral and forward-thinking approach that encourages 
the act of innovation, which can be inspired by nature to solve nature’s 
problems. Firstly, there must be belief and the courage to reconstruct the 
current technological myth; then, society will find an ecological path. 
Communities need methods to bring about change; a design methodology is 
only a spoke in a larger wheel. Still, if it supports a bigger idea of change, it 
can help steer decisions in the right direction.  
 
8.5.3 MAKING A DIFFERENCE  

Nature x Story + Methodology = Innovation  

Innovation is needed within the products of architecture; to bring this about, 
the team needs innovation within the processes of architecture. Nature has 
brought evolution into the design process through the four paths of 
connection. The tools of setting, framing, symbols, and learning instigate new 
relationships to nature through design. Nature research has changed the 
driving process of creation. Storytelling has brought the abstraction of art into 
the science of architecture. The tools of riddle, quest, archetype and script, 
create a parallel creative entity. The Storytelling research has given 
architectural production a story of creativity and a new vehicle of design. 
Methodology has brought science to the poetry of architecture. A logical 
questioning for each project’s research; what is it, what does it do, how does 
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it work, how do you make it; guides pragmatism in the light of the story to 
bring a new combined method to the methodology of design (Fig 8.2).    
   
Nature is a driver, the story is the vehicle, the methodology is the guide, and 
innovation is the destination. Nature x Story + methodology = Innovation. 
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Fig 8.2 ALPM toolkit amalgamated design process 
 

ENTITY

ARCHETYPE

riddle 1 riddle 2 riddle 3

it is

it was

it could be

it is

it was

it could be

it is

it was

it could be

it is

it was

it could be

it is

it was

it could be

it is

it was

it could be

it is

it was

it could be

it is

it was

it could be

it is

it was

it could be

it is

it was

it could be

it is

it was

it could be

it is

it was

it could be

apertures

enclosure

structure

circulation

servant

typology

mass

setting

apertures

enclosure

structure

circulation

servant

typology

mass

setting

nature place

people

quest 3quest 2quest 1

BRIEF

people

nature place

framing
symbols

individual

company

community

society

location 

physical

location 

culture
type 

physical

type 

culture
learningsetting

historian 

photographer

economist 

urbanist

anthropologist 

sociologist 

psychologist

inventor

biologistecologist 

geologist

climatologist



 225 

 
 

Fig 8.3 Asking diagram  
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Fig 8.4 Looking diagram  
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Fig 8.5 Playing diagram 
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Fig 8.6 Making diagram  
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9.3 AWARDS 
 
Tonkin Liu have won 20 RIBA Awards, numerous other prizes, and have 
exhibited internationally, including regularly at the Royal Academy of Arts in 
London. All projects are undertaken using the Asking Looking Playing 
Making placemaking methodology.  
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Forty under Forty, Architects around the world, Taschen, 2000  

 

Project awards, by year 
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GAGA Engineering Award, Swing Bridge, 2022 

Bridge Design Award, Swing Bridge, 2022 

Civic Trust Award, Tower of Light, 2022 

Civic Trust, Highly Commended. Swing Bridge, 2022 

Stephen Lawrence Prize, Water Tower, 2021 

RIBA National Award, Water Tower, 2021 

RIBA East Award, Water Tower, 2021 

IStructE, Pedestrian Bridge, Commendation. Swing Bridge 2021 

First Prize, Future Cities Forum ‘Net Zero’ Award, Tower of Light, 2021 

First Prize, AJ Retrofit Award, Water Tower, 2021 

AR New into Old awards, shortlisted, Tower of Light, 2021 

First Prize, Structural Timber Award, Self-Build, Water Tower, 2020 

RIBA East Midlands Award, Dancing Flowers of Doe Lea, 2019 

BKI Material Prize, Royal Academy of Arts, 2019 

Stephen Lawrence Prize, Old Shed New House, 2018 

RIBA National Award, Old Shed New House, 2018 

First Prize, GAGA Architecture Award, Old Shed New House, 2018 

First Prize, AJ Retrofit House of the Year, Old Shed New House, 2018 

RIBA Yorkshire Award, Old Shed New House, 2018 
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RIBA Yorkshire Small Project Award, Old Shed New House, 2018 

First Prize, Don't Move, Improve! 2018, Sun Rain Rooms, 2017 

First Prize, AJ Retrofit Award, Sun Rain Rooms, 2017 

RIBA London Award, Sun Rain Rooms, 2017  

RIBA Southeast Award, Ness Point, 2017 

RIBA London Award, Kingston Ancient Market Place and Stalls, 2016 

British Landmark for the 21st Century, The Independent, SRT, 2015 

RIBA Research Trust Award Grant, Shell Lace Structure, 2013-14  

RIBA Northwest Award, Rain Bow Gate, 2013  

RIBA Northwest Small Project of the Year Award, Rain Bow Gate, 2013  

First Prize, Pre-Cast Creativity in Concrete Award, Three Waves, 2011 

RIBA Southeast Award, Three Waves, 2011  

RIBA London Award, Forest of Light, 2010 

First Prize, Architectural Jelly, Fresh Flower Pavilion, 2008  

Structural Steel Design Awards, Certificate of Merit, SRT, 2008 

RIBA National Award, Singing Ringing Tree, 2007  

RIBA Northwest Award, Singing Ringing Tree, 2007 

RIBA London Award, Promenade of Light, 2007 

Structural Steel Design Award, Growing House, 2006 

Hackney Planning Award, Growing House, 2006 

First Prize, RIBA Urban Space Award, Promenade of Light, 2005 

First Prize, RIBA Future House Award, Camera and Jewel House, 2004 

RIBA London Award, Young House, 2003 

 

Exhibitions 

Bio Inspiración, Parque de las Ciencias, 2022 

Royal Academy Summer Exhibition, Grosvenor Sq and York Minster, 2022 

‘Future Architecture’ Exhibition, Seoul, 2022 

Royal Academy Summer Exhibition, Rain Basket and ACORN, 2021 

Aram Gallery, Architecture Prototypes & Experiments, Tower of Light, 2018 

Royal Academy of Arts, Photon Space, 2018 

Royal Academy of Arts, Tower of Light, 2018 

NLA Centre, Sun Rain Rooms, 2018 

Bath Artists Studios, The Nature of Place, 2017 
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NLA Centre, London Design Capital, Zhengzhou Cradle Towers, 2017 

Royal Academy Summer Exhibition, Sun Rain Rooms, 2016  

Royal Academy of Arts, Salford Meadows Bridge 2015 

Pop Brixton, Shell Lace Structure, 2015 

RIBA, The Evolution of Shell Lace Structure, 2014 

Royal Academy of Arts, Baku Sfera, 2012  

Royal Academy of Arts, Shi Ling Bridge, 2011  

Royal Academy of Arts AJ Award, Shi Ling Bridge, 2011  

Royal Academy of Arts, Rain Bow Gate, 2011  

Arup Gallery, Bridge Stories: 50 years of Bridge Design, Shi Ling, 2010-11  

Nous Gallery, Spontaneous Schooling, Shell Lace Structures, 2010  

LFA, 50 Years of London Architecture, 2010  

RIBA Nash Ramblas, Tailor-Made Architecture, 2010  

Royal Academy of Arts, Singing Ringing Tree, 2006  

NLA Centre, Promenade of Light, 2006  

RIBA Architecture Week, The Week Tree, 2006 

GLA, Urban Space by Design Exhibition, Promenade of Light, 2006  

Royal Academy of Arts, La Kangra, 2004 

Victoria & Albert Museum, AJ Corus Forty Under Forty, 2005 

RIBA Future House, Camera & Jewel House, 2004 

 

Publications 

The Evolution of Shell Lace Structure, 2014 

Shibam, Yemen, 2010 

Asking Looking Playing Making, 1999 


