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Positioned on the margins of the architectural profession as an informal and amateur 
practice, the thesis explores connections between ‘expert’ practice and the city as a 
fluid socio-spatial construct of (re)production and consumption, freed from professional 
preoccupations with buildings as formal, static and aesthetic objects.

In 1969, Anglo-Swedish architect Ralph Erskine was commissioned to masterplan and 
design the Byker redevelopment project in Newcastle upon Tyne. He established an office 
on site, and a number of the architects moved to the area, a situated mode of practice 
emerging in the overlap between their professional personas as practitioners, and their 
social concerns as residents.

Having moved into a house in Byker in 2011, my work takes the approach of Erskine’s 
team as a touchstone, inspiring a mode of relational practice that draws on situated and 
everyday ways of knowing to inform acts of adaption, (mis)use and intervention, that 
investigate the unique condition of the hobby rooms which Erskine’s team included in the 
design of the redevelopment.

The thesis employs a creative practice methodology, to inform and trace a series of 
tactical and reflective operations that emerge out of my engagement with the social 
ecologies and political structures of Byker, as a resident and an active citizen. Through the 
overlapping of my professional and personal identities, I pursue a series of architectural 
practices that traverse the boundary between the professionally distinct configurations 
of architect and user. Through reflection on these practices, the thesis establishes 
four distinct themes: situated practice, everyday practice, amateur practice and citizen 
practice, that situate contemporary theoretical positions on architecture in the context 
of Byker. A situated drawing, inscribed onto my dining table at home, provides a site to 
explore each theme and their intersections.

These situated actions also confront the illegitimacy of amateur practice, revealing the 
creative and empowering potential of the social engagement of the practitioner with the 
conditions of use and appropriation, alongside other citizens, embedding practice within a 
local network of individuals, agencies, local organisations and political bodies. 

By deploying professional tools and methods within the context of citizenship, the thesis 
contributes toward ongoing discussions concerning the role of participatory practice 
in architecture, from the perspective of the practitioner’s involvement in the rituals and 
rhythms of everyday life. In doing so, it frames an approach to architectural practice that 
is spatially situated, yet temporally boundless, a cyclical operation that weaves together 
spatial, social, and political activity, making a claim for a new mode of situated, amateur, 
citizen practice.
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Introduction:
This thesis re-visits the participatory practices of Ralph Erskine and his 
team of architects, focussing on their position as residents on site, during 
the design and construction of the Byker Redevelopment in Newcastle 
upon Tyne during the 1970s. The thesis presents my contemporary 
design practices in Byker, that take inspiration from this historical mode 
of practice, to explore the possibilities of situated practice as a means 
of responding to Jeremy Till’s provocation - for architects to take up 
the role of citizen-expert/expert-citizen, and test a hybrid practice that 
acknowledges their identity as both architect and user.1

Using a creative practice research methodology, each chapter explores 
a different aspect of the boundary between the architect as suposed 
expert and the user as amateur, developing a mode of practice that 
adopts a transversal approach to these two positions, observing and 
exploiting slippages and overlaps between them. The investigation 
employs design practice to test the possibilities of transgressing this 
boundary from a situated position, one that grounds architectural 
practice in the site of the practitioner’s residence. 

The thesis explores two sides of the implications of the practitioner’s 
transversal operation. Firstly the capability to provide a means for 
incorporating the experience and knowledge of the user into the 
context and development of architectural practices. Secondly it also 
proposes the deployment of architectural skill and knowledge within 
the ritual and happenstance of everyday activities, challenging the 
boundaries of the architectural profession, and its preoccupation with 
the production of buildings, to focus on local interventions, social 
debates and spatial concerns. Finally, it is through this situated activity, 
that the citizenship of the practitioner is seen to be constituted, as a 
socially engaged activity.

1. Till, J., 2005. The Negotiation of Hope. In: 
P. Blundell Jones, D. Petrescu, and J. Till, eds. 
2005. Architecture and Participation. Oxon: 
Routledge. pp.23-41.
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Establishing Lines of Inquiry in Byker:
The architect and urban designer can no longer afford to 
be just, or merely, a service provider, he/she is also an 
individual engaged in society - i.e. a citizen.2

This proposition by architects Armelle Tardiveau and Daniel Mallo 
observes two distinct aspects of a practitioner’s identity: professional 
and citizen, with the latter typically unacknowledged in the operations of 
professional practice. In this observation they provoke a question about 
how to develop a mode of architectural practice that operates in the 
intersection between an architect’s social position as a citizen and their 
professional identity and skills as a practitioner.

The provocation underpins the research trajectory of this thesis, 
and its aims which have been developed out of the interests and 
opportunities provided by my position as a resident, and social role as 
an engaged citizen, in Byker. It is from my overlapping identities as a 
user, resident, practitioner, researcher and amateur that my research 
explores modes of architectural practice, and their relationship to 
architecture as a professional pursuit. In doing so I explore ways in 
which an acknowledgement of the architect as user informs and alters 
the practice of architecture. However, the particularities of my methods 
of practice, and the nature of these explorations, have emerged out 
of the specific social, spatial and material possibilities offered by my 
residence, rather than a pre-defined line of inquiry.

In October 2011, just married, my wife and I returned from a week in 
Paris and moved into our first shared house. Rented from an old family 
friend, the compact 3 bed house - 3 Kendal Green - sits just within 
the enclosure of the Byker Wall, a well known landmark on the post-
industrial skyline of Newcastle upon Tyne in the north east of England. 
The Wall forms the northern perimeter of the Byker redevelopment, 
an estate of around 9500 residents, with a reputation to match its 
physically distinctive presence. I was born in Newcastle but brought 
up in South India, returning to the city in 2005 for my Part I and Part II 
architecture qualifications. During my studies, Byker was present from a 
professional perspective as Newcastle’s most significant, and certainly 
largest, piece of canonised architecture, referenced as a source of 
inspiration and precedent within the architecture department. On a few 
occasions I was tutored by an architect who had worked on the design 
team. Erskine’s Byker was thus present in the fabric of the school, a 
remnant of a period in the 1980s when many of it’s staff had been 
alumni of Erskine’s Byker office.

Byker was presented through lectures, tutorials, critiques and 
conversations in terms of low garden fences designed to encourage 
neighbourly conversation, and car free public spaces with benches 
for the elderly and play spaces for children. I learnt that Ralph Erskine 
had sought the participation of local residents in the design of their 
houses, supported by an on-site office. The Wall, I was to learn, was 
designed as a sheltering element, protecting the housing to the south 
from prevailing winds and traffic noise, attempting to create a calm 

2. Mallo, D. and Tardiveau, A., 2010. The Right 
to the Informal. In: D. Mallo and A. Tardiveau, 
eds. 2010. La Isleta Participa(tes). Newcastle: 
Newcastle University. pg.9.
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micro-climate for the low-rise housing behind it. I wanted to know 
whether reality matched these theories. It had struck me as odd that 
the optimism surrounding the ideas and design of Byker within the 
architecture department did not match the reputation it has within 
Newcastle more generally, and the stories we heard from friends who 
had lived there previously. Some seemed all too willing to share their 
more extreme memories, recalling fireworks shoved through letterboxes 
and bricks tossed through windows. 

Hidden as it is behind the Wall, the estate holds a certain mystery in 
the city, and is approached by some with trepidation. In addition to 
this ambiguity, real social issues in the wake of industrial decline in the 
area and high scores on various ‘deprivation indices’, have combined 
to create a poor reputation held in middle class circles, though one 
formed partially by rumour and speculation. As a result it is widely seen 
as somewhere dangerous to visit, let alone to live in. This reputation 
has not been helped by the local media who have tended to publicise 
the more negative and headline grabbing events, most memorably 
in the activities of one of Byker’s most infamous characters, Anthony 
Kennedy, who became known as ‘Rat Boy’ for his habit of using the 
district heating pipes to gain access to, and burgle, elderly residents’ 
homes.3

Prior to our move to Byker, I was unaware that just three months earlier, 
in July, residents had agreed, by vote, to the establishment of the 
Byker Community Trust (BCT), a community land trust. In the following 
months, ownership of the housing was transferred from Newcastle City 
Council to the BCT, ensuring the local and collective ownership of all 
tenanted houses and opening up the possibility of the direct participation 
of residents in issues of local management, governance and activity.

The subsequent trajectory of my work has emerged from my position 
in Byker and investigations of its past and present, out of personal 
interest and within the context of research, drawing on my own 
experiences and reflecting on a range of professional and amateur 
practices undertaken there. The work has remained contingent on 
the opportunities and limitations that have arisen from the site and its 
relational networks, which I have been able to connect into.

My time in Byker has highlighted five interlocking aspects of its 
past and present, its materiality and the contemporary condition 
of its ownership and management - outlined shortly below - that 
have yielded lines of inquiry for this research. These have emerged 
through direct engagement with the site, as opposed to the distant 
identification of a suitable case study to satisfy some pre-established 
set of criteria. These areas of investigation touch upon, and build upon, 
broader debate about relationships between the architect as expert, 
and the user, as non-expert, and the role of architectural practice in 
mediating and overcoming this supposed binary. These five lines of 
inquiry inform and address the central aims of the thesis, concerned 
with the relationship of situated amateur practice to the operation of 
professionalised architecture. These inquiries have been enabled by 
a specific investigation into the hobby rooms within Erskine’s Byker 

3. Doughty, S., 2013. Who is Rat Boy? 
The Life and Crimes of Anthony Kennedy. 
Newcastle Chronicle, [online] (Last updated 
7.30 AM on 30th August 2013). Available 
at: <http://www.chroniclelive.co.uk/news/
north-east-news/anthony-rat-boy-kennedy-
one-5816595> [Accessed on 2 March 2016].
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FIG.1+2. Above: The Byker ‘Wall’ wraps 
around the Northern edge of the 
redevelopment, providing a hard, brick 
lined, barrier that shelters the low-rise 
housing from prevailing north-easterly 
winds and noise from the adjacent traffic 
infrastructure (Tyne and Wear Archive). 
Opposite Page: South of the wall, the 
low-rise housing comprises 80% of the 
redevelopment, laid out in an organic 
fashion that creates a series of public 
and semi-public spaces (Tyne and Wear 
Archive).

redevelopment. These hobby rooms, communal spaces designed to 
facilitate individual or collective activity, are a rare provision in housing 
projects in the UK, and were informed in part by Erskine’s experiences 
designing housing in Sweden. However issues with management and 
access have left many underused and in need of extensive repair. 
Their refurbishment was highlighted as an issue for the newly formed 
BCT to address, and this ongoing process has provided a focus for 
my activities in Byker. The unused, and in some cases, derelict hobby 
rooms that dot the redevelopment have provided a site for design 
speculations, intervention and discussions, catalysing a practice that 
has allowed me to reflect on the central lines of inquiry, through a series 
of creative activities and critical reflection.

In this section I will expand on these particular aspects of Byker, and 
its redevelopment process, to outline how they have informed and 
supported the establishment of the specific lines of inquiry explored 
through the thesis.



7

1
The Byker redevelopment, in Newcastle upon Tyne, was the last of the 
large housing projects initiated under the welfare state in the United 
Kingdom. It comprises just under 2000 houses, and was designed by 
a team of architects and landscape designers led by Ralph Erskine, 
who was commissioned by Newcastle City Council in 1969 to lead a 
project that ran until 1984, which involved the demolition of almost all of 
the existing housing, and the design of a new masterplan and housing.

In 2007, the whole redevelopment area was awarded Grade II* listing in 
recognition of its design and the participatory processes involved in its 
production, with English Heritage declaring that:

The Estate’s groundbreaking design has been influential 
across Europe, and has proved a pioneering model for its 
approach to public participation.4

4. Glynn, S., 2015. Good Homes: Lessons 
in Public Housing From Newcastle’s Byker 
Estate. In: K. Collie, ed. 2015. Byker, 
Newcastle upon Tyne: In Standard Colour. 
Herne Bay: Categorical Books. pg.8.
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FIG.3. Our house at 3 Kendal Green, 
photographed in the 1980s, with original 
play feature and extensive vegitation 
in the public space, both of which have 
since been almost entirely removed 
(Newcastle City Library).

The Byker redevelopment was a forerunner of the ‘community 
architecture’ movement of the 1970s, and was seen as a key project 
in a period of radical architectural practice that pioneered ways of 
designing and producing architecture with greater sensitivity for the 
needs and desires of the end users. 

Many of these practices challenged the technocratic authority of 
experts, the marginalisation of the social needs of communities, and 
a mechanistic approach to the built environment. Instead, through 
self-build approaches, expertise in support for community resistance, 
and by enabling the involvement of residents in design and planning 
decisions, practitioners sought means to enable the self-determination 
of those outside of the profession, ensuring users could exert greater 
agency in the production of architecture.5

Fuelled by a resurgence of interest, over the past 10 years, in the 
varied ‘alternative practices’ of the 1970s, this period of radical practice 
is currently being revisited: 

The debates of the late 1960s and early 1970s have 
acquired a new topicality in the current architectural 
discourse… it is not only the forms that are rediscovered, 
but also the broader ideas of architecture as a facilitator 

5. Towers, G., 1995. Building Democracy: 
Community Architecture in the Inner Cities. 
London: UCL Press; Wates, N and Knevitt, C., 
1987. Community Architecture: How People 
are Creating Their Own Environment. Reprint 
2013. Oxon: Routledge; and Hackney, R., 
1990. The Good, The Bad and The Ugly: 
Cities in Crisis. London: Frederick Muller.
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of social encounter, self-determination and unrestrained 
movement, albeit in a more directed way.6

As a key participatory project of this period, and a manifestation of 
many of its values and provocations, Byker provides a site of reflection 
upon which to develop a broader understanding of the history of 
changing attitudes within the architecture profession, toward the 
involvement of non-experts in the conception, design, realisation and 
use of architectural projects, through the twentieth century.

6. Bijlsma, L., Maaskant, M. and Schreurs, 
E. eds., 2001. 1970s Revisited. OASE #57. 
Rotterdam: Nai010 Uitgevers. pg.1.

2
In order to enable the participation of local residents in the 
redevelopment process, Erskine, in partnership with a local architect 
Vernon Gracie, established the practice’s local office in a funeral parlour 
within Byker. Vernon and his wife Caroline lived in the flat above the 
office during the redevelopment process. The on-site office became 
a key point of contact between the architects, residents, construction 
professionals and other agencies during the redevelopment. A number 
of the other architects also lived on site during the project, resulting in 
their site of operation and their place of residence overlapping, radically 
situating their practice.

At Byker the architects pursued participation through a range of formal 
though fairly limited means.7 However as a result of being positioned 
within the social networks of the neighbourhood, opportunities arose 
to step beyond their professional position and deliver socially engaged 
activities which were beyond the remit of their original brief. One of the 
team, architect Mike Drage, recalled that, ‘there was great enthusiasm 
in the office and a team spirit which led to all sorts of experiments 

7. Malpass, P., 1979. A Reappraisal of Byker. 
Part 2: Magic, Myth and the Architect. The 
Architects’ Journal, 169(20), (16 May 1979), 
pp.1011-1021; and Malpass, P., 1978. Who 
Benefits from Public Participation? The Byker 
Experience. Community Action, #55. Jan-Feb 
1978, pp.33-35.

FIG.4. Erskine’s office, with the red 
door, situated at the end of a terrace 
that is undergoing demolition. In the 
foreground, new housing has already 
been completed (Mike Drage).
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9. Erskine, R., 1977. Participating in Byker. 
In: B. Goldstein, ed. 1977. Architecture: 
Opportunities, Achievements. A report on the 
annual conference of the Royal Institute of 
British Architects held at the University of Hull, 
14 - 17 July 1976. London: RIBA Publications. 
pg.74.

10. Malpass, P., 1979. A Reappraisal of Byker. 
Part 1: Magic, Myth and the Architect. The 
Architects’ Journal, 169(19), (09 May 1979), 
pp.961-969.

3

The architects’ presence on site, as residents, and their own 
experiences of life within this site altered their operation as architects. 
The redevelopment project was initially planned as wholesale demolition 
and reconstruction, with residents moved to another part of the city 
prior to the project’s commencement. Perceiving strong communal 
bonds between residents, and attachment to the area,9 Erskine’s team 
proposed a phased approach to the redevelopment, demolishing 
and constructing clusters of around 250 houses sequentially, allowing 
residents to stay within the area and maintain social ties. Though this 
was only partially successful, with only 50% of the original residents 
rehoused in Byker,10 the office observed how their position on site 
throughout the project facilitated a greater understanding of how 
residents were experiencing this process of demolition and rehousing:

The two members of staff resident in the flat above 
the office have just lived through being in a demolition 
area. They had the advantage of knowing exactly what 
was going on... Nevertheless, both found the process 
stressful and by the end of six months, were suspicious 
of every noise from outside. It was not possible to imagine 
what it would have been like to have been elderly, alone 
and, possibly infirm, as were some of the remaining 
neighbours.11

This experience in particular led Vernon Gracie to draw up a ‘code 
of conduct’ for demolition that was enforced on site and was later 
adopted on other demolition sites across Newcastle. Though popular 
and incorporated into many of Erskine’s schemes in Sweden, the 
architects found that the provision of play facilities in public spaces 
were met with mixed reactions. Children were enthusiastic, but 
many adults resisted due to concerns over dog fouling and noise. In 

11. Ralph Erskine’s Arkitektkontor AB., 1974. 
Urban Redevelopment: The Byker Experience. 
Housing Review, Nov-Dec 1974, pg.155.

8. Drage, M., 2008. Byker: Surprising the 
Colleagues for 35 Years - A Social History of 
Ralph Erskine’s Arkitektkontor AB in Newcastle. 
In: E. Harwood and A. Powers, eds. 2008. 
Twentieth Century Architecture 9: Housing in 
the 20th Century. London: Twentieth Century 
Society. pg.153.

and adventures’.8  These included the construction of an experimental 
playground with residents and their children, treasure hunts to introduce 
children to the layout of the new housing and printing leaflets informing 
residents how to plant and tend their new gardens.

It is the situated nature of the practices of Erskine, Gracie and the 
team, that is a key interest in the thesis, providing the foundation and 
inspiration to explore an approach to architectural practice that is 
situated by the architect’s identity as a user, establishing an intrinsic link 
that acknowledges that they are simultaneously expert and user. This 
transgression of the boundary between architect and user, through the 
identities of the practitioner themselves, supports an inquiry into the 
nature of this binary, and allows the uncertainties of such a separation 
to be unravelled and investigated. 

Furthermore, the thesis explores the extent to which, out of this 
overlap of professional expertise, and personal engagement, a deeper 
expression of social sensitivity and commvunality can be realised 
through the development of an architectural project.
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response, the architects built an experimental playground with parents 
and children outside their office, providing a working prototype to 
support discussion and alleviate concerns. This experiment proved 
successful and led to requests for additional playspaces in later 
phases,12 though the sandboxes in particular remained unpopular and 
were only implemented in limited numbers.13

The acknowledgement of the everyday practices of residents, 
and the social conditions and relations they experienced, 
supports an understanding of site as both a physical and a social 
phenomenon, and opens up the  possibility of incorporating an 
explicit acknowledgement of everyday practices, and the user’s lived 
experiences of space, into the design practices and methods of the 
architect, such that the practitioner is able to design in a way that offers 
increased sensitivity to the needs, activities and attitudes of a building’s 
future users. Accordingly, through a detailed investigation into the 
grounded and everyday practices of a number of resident hobbyists 
in Byker, the thesis explores how the incorporation of everyday and 
situated knowledge can augment and direct the deployment of 
professional expertise.

4

In stepping beyond their remit as architects to engage socially with 
the site of their practice and residence, the architects also operated, 
at times, as enthusiastic amateurs. They engaged with the conditions 
of inhabitation, organising social activities to support residents in the 
transition into their new houses.

Mike Drage reflects that ‘in these more litigious times’ their ‘non-
architectural’ activities would be subject to many more checks 
- highlighting the amateur nature of these practices, outside of 
the professional sphere.14 However they raise the question of the 
relationship between expert and non-expert forms of architecture, and 
the possibility of an amateur approach to architectural practice that 

FIG.5+6. Below: An article from page 3 of 
Byker Phoenix Issue 3, detailing local 
reaction to the installation of a table 
tennis table in a public space (Byker 
Phoenix). Below Right: The offending table 
tennis table in use, now removed (Bauen 
und Wohen).

12. Erskine, R., 1984. Designing between 
Client and Users. In: R.C. Hatch, ed. 1984. 
The Social Scope of Architecture. New York: 
Van Nostrand Reinhold. pg 191.

13. Erskine, R., 1977. Participating in Byker. 
In: B. Goldstein, ed. 1977. Architecture: 
Opportunities, Achievements. A report on the 
annual conference of the Royal Institute of 
British Architects held at the University of Hull, 
14 - 17 July 1976. London: RIBA Publications. 
pg.76.

14. Drage, M., 2008. Byker: Surprising the 
Colleagues for 35 Years - A Social History of 
Ralph Erskine’s Arkitektkontor AB in Newcastle. 
In: E. Harwood and A. Powers, eds. 2008. 
Twentieth Century Architecture 9: Housing in 
the 20th Century. London: Twentieth Century 
Society. pg.154.
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The engagement of the architects as residents also served to catalyse 
a wider surge in resident activism during the redevelopment and in the 
years following. During the project, a number of tenant and resident 
association groups were established while the resident run newspaper, 
Byker Phoenix, offered a strong voice for expressing residents’ 
concerns. Upon nearing completion, Erskine and his colleagues 
promoted resident co-management to ensure the continuation of co-
operative approaches, and networks, developed through the rebuilding 
process: 

Erskine suggested a co-management scheme so that 
tenants could become closely involved with council 

15. Banham, R., 1975. The Great Wall of 
Tyne. New Society, 31(644), (6 February 
1975), pg.330.

16. Dunster, D., 1979. Walled Town: Byker 
Redevelopment, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, 
England. Progressive Architecture, August 
1979. pg.70.

might incorporate aspects of design and construction.

Beyond the limited self-build activities of the architects, Byker’s 
wider materiality also expresses a informal and self-built quality. 
Though procured and developed formally, Byker’s material aesthetic 
evokes amateur modes of production, such as vernacular and self-
build architectures. The extensive use of softwood timber to create 
exterior details, including balconies, fences, benches, walkways and 
many more, have a hand-made appearance, in contrast to the brick 
monumentality of the perimeter Wall, and were likened to homemade 
additions by architecture critic Reyner Banham, when he declared that 
it looked as though ‘a tidal wave of sheddery and pergolation had been 
washed up against the wall.’15 The softwood was chosen as a material 
that would be easy to repair, maintain and replace, offering a level of 
accessibility, reflective of DIY practices. David Dunster observed at the 
time that the timber decoration ‘invites the amateur builder to add,’16 

opening up the possibility of further contributions by residents, expert 
and non-expert alike.

Byker’s softwood details suit my own amateur joinery skills, learnt 
from my father as I grew up, enabling the realisation of a number 
of built interventions that contribute to the research investigation. 
The materiality lends itself to adaption and encourages a ‘bricolage’ 
approach to interventions that build upon what is existing in order to 
respond to changing social conditions. This amateur approach to 
construction taps into the informal industry of DIY that provides users 
with the means for engaging with construction, but sits outside the 
formalised professional building industry, of which architects are a part.

Byker thus seems to call for an exploration of the possibilities of DIY 
and self-build construction, to allow users to play a direct role in 
shaping, re-configuring and appropriating the built environment. 
In addition Byker supports a questioning of the intersection between 
amateur DIY activities and the professional practice of architecture. 
Through interventions on site, the thesis explores the freedom of the 
amateur to acknowledge that buildings and the urban environment 
more broadly, are in a constant state of flux, and to engage with this 
changing situation and address architecture as an ongoing process.

5
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officials in running the area. They could be given money for 
projects like landscaping. Maintenance of the area would 
be important, if its appearance were not to revert to that of 
a run-down estate.17

This intention was never realised and, after years of distant 
management, the number of active residents has dwindled 
considerably, though there have been a few instances where active 
residents have made a significant contribution, the most notable 
being the work of architect Peter Fauset and activist Colin Dilks, both 
residents, who initiated the listing process. The possibility of a more 
co-operative approach between residents and management was 
revived with the creation of the Byker Community Trust establishing a 
means for residents to directly influence management.18 The promotion 
of a renewed vision of ‘Byker people delivering a future for Byker’ was 
presented as an opportunity for residents to take a more active role in 
local decision-making regarding their community.19

Historical activist practices offer residents a continued reminder of their 
democratic right to self-expression and involvement, while the creation 
of the BCT, and their provision of local, accessible, management 
offers a possible framework for the contemporary revival of resident 
participation and self-determination. This heritage, and present 
invitation, in Byker have offered me a means to explore the practitioner’s 
identity through the research, not only as a resident, but as an active 
citizen operating in a public context, where my situated and amateur 
practices can be seen to constitute a form of creative, and active, 
citizenship. The thesis thus explores the operation of my spatial 
practices as a mode of participation of the expert in everyday activities.

17. Dilks, C., 2005. Resident Participation: 
History Repeating Itself? In: European Network 
for Housing Research Conference. Housing 
in Europe: Challenges and Innovation. 
Reykjavik, Iceland, 29 June - 2 July 2005. 
[online] Available at: <https://borg.hi.is/
enhr2005iceland/ppr/Dilks.pdf> [Accessed 2 
September 2014].

18. Newcastle City Council, 2011. Your Byker 
Future: Official Offer Document. Newcastle: 
Newcastle City Council. pg.41.

19. Department for Communities and 
Local Government, 2011. Grant Shapps: 
Byker success story ‘the embodiment of 
the Big Society’. [press release] 10 March 
2011. Available at: <http://webarchive.
nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110316231736/
http://communities.gov.uk/news/
corporate/1861949> [Accessed 28 May 
2012].

FIG.7. A vacant hobby room on the end 
of a terrace of houses.
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Statement of Aims:
Emerging out of my engagement with Byker, the aims of this thesis are:

To situate contemporary theoretical ideas - critiques of distant 
professionalism, the acknowledgement of the everyday in architectural 
practice, relationships between expert and non-expert practices 
and intersections of citizenship and architecture - in the current 
sociopolitical context of the Byker redevelopment, through a series of 
creative practices realised in my overlapping identities as resident and 
architectural practitioner, in order to offer insights into the operation of the 
amateur in negotiating the professional dialectic of architect and user.

A:

B:

1

2

3

4

5

To explore and draw on the participatory practices of Erskine’s 
team, to provide a theoretical background to the social division of 
architects and users, and introduce the need to establish modes 
of architectural practice that operate in the intersection between 
the practitioner’s identity as both expert and user.

To reflect on the situated practices of Erskine’s team and 
propose situated drawing as a method to establish an embodied 
connection between the practitioner and site, that is capable of 
drawing situated forms of knowledge into architectural practice.

To introduce the idea of situated practice as a way of 
incorporating insights regarding users’ everyday practices of 
inhabitation into the design of architectural projects, through 
direct experience and close observation, in order to challenge 
professionally abstracted understandings of spatial occupation.

To understand this personally situated practice as operating 
outside of the boundaries of the profession, rendering the 
practitioner an amateur, to demonstrate how the activity of an 
‘amateur architect’ is capable of challenging the professionally 
configured boundaries of architecture, (and a corresponding 
focus on the building as a static object), and to recognise their 
practice as spatially grounded, but temporally boundless.

To propose the practitioner’s situated and amateur practices as a 
creative form of active citizenship, through which their agency is 
realised, operating within a relational network of individuals, local 
agencies and institutional bodies. This activity is proposed as a 
distinct form of spatial participation where the practitioner plays 
an enabling spatial role through their participation in civic life.

To support the primary reflection on an amateur mode of practice, 
the thesis traces my creative investigation of Byker’s hobby rooms. 
This exploration aims to address their value as semi-public spaces of 
informal activity, and highlights the interrelated spatial configurations 
and social infrastructures that are necessary to enable their potential as 
spaces of communality, enterprise and production.

C

This aim is pursued through five intersecting objectives:
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Creative Practice Methodology:
Introduction

D

FIG.8. A photograph from inside 
Erskine’s office, with a view across the 
incomplete Priory Green to the adjacent 
low-rise housing, with the Byker Wall 
rising beyond (Mike Drage).

This is a thesis by creative practice. It draws on the tools of design, 
including drawing, speculation, construction and intervention, to initiate 
and enable its investigation. Throughout the thesis this creative activity 
is interwoven with written investigation and reflection, establishing a 
dialogue between these two modes of inquiry. 

As already presented, the central lines of inquiry of the thesis have 
emerged through a creative engagement with Byker. My creative 
interventions have played a direct role in forming and clarifying these 
research questions, and have also provided the central methodology 
by which these questions have been addressed. 

Though there are a broad range of intersecting approaches to the use 
of creative practice methods within a research context, creative practice 
methods seek to align the creative modes of design, observation, 
and spatial (re)interpretation and production with the rigours and 
methods of academic interrogation and reflection in order to produce 
knowledge that builds on existing understanding with original insights. 
The thesis follows this model, using key drawings, designs, and 
amateur constructions to investigate specific lines of inquiry through 
intentional production and critical reflection, before situating the insights 
developed on practice within the context of contemporary discourses 
in architecture, contributing a deeper understanding to the operation 
of amateur practice in negotiating the boundary between the architect 
and user. Finally, the thesis uses modes of drawing and representation 
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21. Rendell, J., 2004. Architectural Research 
and Disciplinarity. Architectural Research 
Quarterly, 8(2), pg.143.

Terms

to synthesise and articulate the design outputs. Accordingly, the written 
element of the thesis is accompanied by a curated account of the 
creative practice material. 

In this section, I will provide an overview of the range of creative 
practice approaches to architectural research, and outline theoretical 
positions on this activity as a research methodology, in order to 
situate my own research within this field, before outlining the specific 
approaches that I have adopted within each section of the research.

Creative practice research, or design research, has expanded as a key 
methodology in the context of architectural research since the 1990s. 
However, as a varied and often multidisciplinary approach, this area of 
research is also only a partially defined territory, open to opportunity, 
challenge and contestation. For this reason, it is important that any 
research adopting this approach is positioned within the debate in 
order to understand and assess its validity, and its approach within a 
range of varied methods.

The debate is characterised by a range of terms: creative practice 
research, research by design and practice-led vs practice-based 
research. These terms represent efforts to survey the terrain, and 
identify distinct approaches, yet there is no particular hierarchy between 
these terms, rather, they overlap and intersect, depending on the aims 
and objectives of the research in question.

‘Research in Art and Design’ was an influential paper written by 
Christopher Frayling that provides a keystone in the conception 
of creative practice research. In it Frayling proposed 3 ways of 
categorising the relationship between design and research: research 
‘into’, ‘for’ and ‘through’ architecture, not all of which necessarily use 
creative activities.20

Within this configuration, research ‘for’ design generally pursues 
research methods in order to produce a more informed design output; 
research ‘into’ design investigates the process of design, in order to 
understand its historical development or theoretical position; finally, 
research ‘through’ design uses the design process as a methodology 
in order to undertake the research investigation itself. Though research 
‘into’ and ‘for’ architecture may both use design methods, according 
to architectural researcher and practitioner Jane Rendell, it is research 
‘through’ design that primarily constitutes creative practice research, as 
it incorporates design and practice work within the investigation.21

The terms practice-led and practice-based research are sometimes 
used interchangeably but distinguish between practice as the object 
of research and the method of research. Linda Candy makes this 
distinction, where practice-led research is focussed on the operation 
of practice, and involves reflection on creative activity in order to alter or 
enhance those operations. It is ‘concerned with the nature of practice, 
which leads to new knowledge that has operational significance for 

20. Frayling, C., 1993. Research in Art and 
Design. In: S. Grand and W. Jonas, eds. 
2012. Mapping Design Research. Basel: 
Birkhauser. pp.95-107.
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26. Verbeke, J., 2013. This is Research 
by Design. In: M. Fraser, ed. 2013. Design 
Research in Architecture: An Overview. 
Farnham: Ashgate. pg.140.
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Creative Practice and Disciplinarity

that practice’. In contrast, practice-based research prioritises the use 
of creative activity as a method for other outcomes, being ‘an original 
investigation undertaken in order to gain new knowledge by means of 
practice and the outcomes of that practice’.22 Nidderer and Roworth-
Stokes consider this distinction more of a spectrum, with the emphasis 
either on research outcomes or outcomes for practice. They identify 
practice-based research as being the most significant to the art and 
design community, as it can include creative outputs and production 
that encapsulate elements of the research as a part of the submission 
alongside a written thesis.23

Centrally, creative practice research aims to draw on the methods, 
tools and insights of the design process, and other forms of creative 
production found within artistic and architectural practice, in order to 
inform, direct and enable lines of research inquiry. For Murray Fraser, it 
is the breadth of architectural approaches that enriches the research 
process; ‘architectural design research… is open to the full panoply of 
means and techniques for designing and making that are available to 
architects’.24 

The varied perspectives on what constitutes creative practice research 
reflects the nature of creative endeavour itself, and the breadth of 
means, modes and media that can be employed through this approach 
to research. In the process of creative practice research, a broader 
set of research possibilities and lines of inquiry are opened up, by 
incorporating the intuition, tacit knowledge, serendipitous processes 
and outcomes of creative production, the specificity of artistic activity in 
relation to socio-temporal ideas and conditions, as well as the unique 
individuality and agency of the practitioner in creative endeavour. 

The diverse, subjective and often individual aspects of these activities 
resist formulaic templates of investigation, and thus distinguish them 
from scientific approaches. Where scientific research aims at a 
totalising model, and is thus restricted to describing conditions that 
are ubiquitous, design responds to specific phenomena that arise 
from interwoven conditions, cultural, social, economic, which are 
constantly in flux, and knowledge that slips, shifts and changes.25 

Johan Verbeke observes that design practices and scientific disciplines 
produce different forms of knowledge. While scientific modes produce 
‘knowledge of’, that describes phenomena from a detached and 
objective position, design produces ‘knowledge for’, that emerges from 
engaged application and reflexive intervention.26 With this distinction 
in mind, Wolfgang Jonas argues that ‘the ‘art of muddling through,’ or 
more positively, of ‘informed intuition,’ should not be scorned, but seen 
as a core element of designing’.27 It is an approach that recognises the 
intersection between established ‘ways of knowing’ and the partial, tacit 
knowledges and subjectivities of the designer, as an active agent in the 
process of research. 

In the process of creative production, the expression of unconscious 
thought, given voice through the action of making guided by the 



18

30. Rendell, J., 2004. Architectural Research 
and Disciplinarity. Architectural Research 
Quarterly, 8(2), pg.145.

31. Rendell, J., 2004. Architectural Research 
and Disciplinarity. Architectural Research 
Quarterly, 8(2), pg.146.

32. Candlin, F., 2000. A proper anxiety: 
practice-based PhDs and academic unease. 
Working papers in art and design, 1(1), pg.1.

33. Grillner, K., 2013. Design Research and 
Critical Transformations: Situating Thought, 
Projecting Action. In: M. Fraser, ed. 2013. 
Design Research in Architecture: An Overview. 
Farnham: Ashgate. pp.71-94.

29. Rendell, J., 2013. A Way with Words: 
Feminists Writing Architectural Design 
Research. In: M. Fraser, ed. 2013. Design 
Research in Architecture: An Overview. 
Farnham: Ashgate. pg.117.

28. Treib, M., 2008. Paper or Plastic? Five 
Thoughts on the Subject of Drawing. In: M. 
Trieb, ed. 2008. Drawing/Thinking: Confronting 
an Electronic Age. Oxon: Routledge. pg.15.

operation of the hand, gives rise to new relationships, ideas and 
insights that are different to those that were originally envisaged prior to 
production. This process is noted in the case of drawing by Marc Treib: 

At some point - and this is one of the miracles of drawing 
- the image begins to tell us more than we have projected 
into it; new or unrecognised relationships or ideas emerge 
that stimulate further creativity.28

The creative practice approach recognises, and incorporates, the 
insights that emerge through the production of creative artefacts and 
processes, providing a space for observing, tracing and articulating 
these outcomes to aid the process of critical reflection, and provide 
research insights into practice, the objects it produces, and the 
contexts in which they are produced.

However, according to Rendell, as architectural practice does 
not have its own clearly defined research discipline, with its own 
established methodologies, research into practice has traditionally 
drawn on approaches that emerge out of other research disciplines, 
such as social sciences and humanities, history and theories, and 
building sciences, which all have disciplinary clarity and associated 
methodologies.29 However, these methodologies limit the use of 
architectural tools and knowledge, instead creative practice research 
offers a way to deploy the expertise of the practitioner in the pursuit of 
new knowledge, for the purposes of research as opposed to practice.
By aiming to offer insights into the operation of the architect, and the 
processes behind the production of buildings and constructed spaces, 
research ‘through’ architecture often focusses on understanding the 
social and political contexts within which architecture is produced, 
used, adapted and replaced. Understanding the operation of the 
architect is a dynamic process, set within a range of competing cultural, 
environmental and temporal, concerns, that can intersect with and 
span beyond the territory of research methodologies that are situated 
within other disciplines.

Rendell argues that the architecture’s lack of disciplinary clarity means 
that architectural research through creative practice is productive 
through its capacity to question existing research models, and open 
up insights and critical knowledge through productive connections 
between different fields and approaches.30 However, she also observes 
that the lack of disciplinary certainty and linear templates can induce 
anxiety in the researcher.31 This anxiety is even seen by Candlin to 
characterise the connection between practice and research, an 
uncertainty borne not only by students, for whom anxiety is a common 
experience in writing a Ph.D, but are ‘often shared by supervisors, 
examiners and senior management’.32

Finally, creative practice research is identifiable by its transformative 
impact. Katja Grillner proposes that design research should aim to 
have a critically transformational effect on the world, enabled through 
a balance between engagement with existing ‘real-world’ conditions 
and reflective retreat, facilitated by the academy.33 For Rendell, the 
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Though it is widely accepted that design practices can play an 
important role in developing and generating new forms of knowledge 
it is clear that not all practice constitutes research.35 These aspects 
overlap, and in this overlap there is potential for confusion.36 However 
there are two central elements that distinguish practice based work as 
research. 

Firstly the work must fulfil the fundamental expectations of all research, 
that is, for it to generate original knowledge that builds upon what is 
currently known and subsequently presents itself to be built upon 
through further enquiry.37 Secondly, within the research investigation, 
the ‘conventional’ elements of research must be identifiable, these 
are: context, questions, methodology and modes of dissemination. 
However it is common within creative practice for these elements 
to take on a non-linear arrangement, where artefacts are produced 
prior to establishing the research’s position within a wider theoretical 
context, or productive of pertinent research question on reflection.38 
The non-linear nature of creative practice research allows for creative 
activities and production to be used in a number of distinct ways within 
the research investigation. Verbeke proposes that creative activities 
can be used in three ways that intersect with the four key elements 
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36. Durling, D. and Niedderer, K., 2007. 
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Hong Kong, 12-15 November 2007.
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Farnham: Ashgate. pp.117-136.

37. Fraser, M. ed., 2013. Design Research in 
Architecture: An Overview. Farnham: Ashgate. 
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productive nature of creative endeavour enables intervention, alteration 
and the production of artefacts that have a tangible effect on the 
contexts in which they are produced:

This kind of theoretical work provides a chance to reflect 
upon what is there, but also to imagine something different 
- to question and transform rather than describe and 
affirm.34

My thesis relies on the interdisciplinary nature of architectural research 
to weave a number of complimentary strands of investigation together, 
drawing on distinct methods to ultimately explore a particular way of 
operating as an architectural practitioner. The use of creative activities, 
including situated drawing, self-build construction, speculative design 
and self-publishing, provide activities that enable critical reflection on 
the operation of architectural practitioners, and situates a number of 
theoretical discussions on the role of the amateur within architecture. 
These inquiries also draw on ethnographic methods and historical 
material and interviews, to inform creative action and support the 
theoretical discussions. The thesis establishes a dialogue between 
narrative action that responds to local and personal situations and 
theoretical reflection, in doing so, it opens up insights that would not be 
accessible from a singular approach to method.

Through embedded practice that has yielded a number of physical 
and social interventions in the context of Byker, the thesis investigation 
has had a transformative affect on this site, establishing a direct link 
between the insights being generated, and the contemporary condition 
of Byker and the experience of its residents.

34. Rendell, J., 2004. Architectural Research 
and Disciplinarity. Architectural Research 
Quarterly, 8(2), pg.142.
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of research. Firstly as ‘input’, to establish the context and questions 
of the investigation. Secondly, in the ‘operations’ of the research, 
providing the methodology. Thirdly, to provide the ‘deliverables’, modes 
of synthesis and dissemination.39 While creative practice activity may 
involve all, or only one, of these approaches within the development of 
research, it is important to distinguish which aspect of the research is 
being addressed through the creative approaches employed. 

The use of creative activities to satisfy one of these aspects of 
research, and ensure it is capable of demonstrating originality and 
rigour, is realised through a process of reflection that unpicks the 
configuration of design practices and interrogates its creative outputs. 
For Grillner, the ‘ivory tower’ of the academy is representative of 
a space for reflection and criticality within design practices,40 the 
acknowledgement of this practice echoes Rendell’s proposition that 
it is the reflexive quality of creative approaches that distinguish them 
as research, against other design practices.41 This methodology 
oscillates between action and reflection, and draws from Donald 
Schön’s conceptualisation of the reflective practitioner whose work 
is strengthened through reflection-in-action. This process involves 
reflection on the unforeseen outputs of creative activity as they occur, 
which then become incorporated into the practitioner’s repertoire 
through the development of their tacit knowledge.42 However, creative 
practice research also goes beyond Schön’s proposition, which 
is productive for all practices configured as research or otherwise. 
Through the process of reflection and articulation the tacit knowledge of 
the designer is made explicit, and accessible. That in turn establishes 
these practices as research.43 Through articulating the intentions, 
and drivers, behind a creative production, the designer opens these 
typically hidden enquiries, enabling a greater level of reflection on their 
relevance, efficacy and integration with other forms of knowledge.

Within my own research methodology, the creative practice activities 
fulfill two purposes, firstly they have served as a means to provoke 
and establish the central aims and inquiries of the thesis, emerging out 
of reflective and productive engagement with Byker through drawing 
and archival research. Secondly, the creative production has provided 
a method by which to address these aims, establishing a series of 
actions that deploy explicit and tacit knowledge, and provide sites for 
reflection and interpretation. 

The research also acknowledges that within the context of architectural 
design there are a broad range of approaches and practices, 
including: highly speculative ‘paper architecture’ proposals, the 
spatially and programmatically complex productions of computer 
derived parametricism, socially engaged activist practices involved 
in para-architectural activities of pedagogy, planning and community 
engagement, semi-art practices of installations and critical 
interventions, small scale collaborative constructions, environmental 
modelling and BIM (Building Information Modelling), amongst many 
others. My own practices explore the possibilities of small scale, DIY 
interventions and speculative proposals as a counterpoint to, and 
augmentation of, the conventional approaches of professional practice.

40. Grillner, K., 2013. Design Research and 
Critical Transformations: Situating Thought, 
Projecting Action. In: M. Fraser, ed. 2013. 
Design Research in Architecture: An Overview. 
Farnham: Ashgate. pp.71-94.

41. Rendell, J., 2004. Architectural Research 
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Quarterly, 8(2), pp.141-147.

42. Schön, D. A., 1983. The Reflective 
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New York: Basic Books Inc.
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Design Methods

As stated above, this thesis addresses two interrelated aims. The first, 
and primary focus, questions the modes and methods of practicing 
architecture, the nature and possibilities of situated and amateur 
practice, and the practitioner’s relationship to the user. This investigation 
is enabled by the second aim, that is to investigated the conditions of 
Byker’s hobby rooms, their origins, use and possible future.

The thesis is therefore configured as an exploration ‘into’ architectural 
practice, questioning some of its conventions, in order to propose, 
and test, distinct ways of operating as a practitioner, and establish an 
amateur and situated practice. This exploration is realised by a practice-
based investigation ‘through’ design, that employs a series of creative 
activities that run through the thesis exploration, enabling reflection. The 
design is organised as a series of objects and drawings throughout the 
thesis investigation which provide a means through which this reflection 
on modes of practice can be achieved.

The thesis investigation oscillates between critical texts, a series of 
reflective artefacts and the project narrative. The most important of 
these being a situated drawing that acts as an anchoring thread for 
my varied approaches through the four main chapters. The drawing 
is fashioned around the dining table within my home in Byker, and is 
realised through a range of media and formed as a series of layers. 
This central creative element operates as a site of production, displays 
elements of the investigation, and supports reflection through its form 
as an artefact. The table drawing plays a dual role, realised through 
an interwoven discussion on its content and its form, that both offer 
distinct insights for the thesis.

Firstly, the drawing’s content, across its varied layers, is focussed 
on exploring the condition of the hobby rooms. It supports a critique 
regarding their accessibility, suitability for use, relation to the nature 
of occupation, and the social forms of organisation that enable their 
effectiveness (or otherwise). Secondly, a reflection on the form of the 
drawing initiates an analysis on the mode of operation that it expresses, 
taking note of Adam Sharr’s proposition that ‘buildings, spaces and 
documents can be read for their insights into the values of the cultures 
and individuals that made them’.44 This possibility is evident in the 
divergent drawing practices of Perry Kulper 45 and Justine Clark,46 as 
two examples of many. Both pay attention to marks, deliberate and 
consequential, that would not typically be incorporated in conventional 
drawings, and in doing so question not only the operation of the 
practitioner, but the broader socio-political forces that shape their 
approach. A number of supplementary situated drawings expand these 
insights into modes of practice, each exploring a complimentary aspect 
of my situated activities. 

Attention to the form of drawing allows the researcher to uncover 
insights into the approach of the practitioner. When practitioner and 
researcher are one, this process of production and reflection can 
become a loop, whereby intentionality and reflexivity can alter the 
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Throughout the thesis, my exploration makes reference to the operation 
of Erskine and his team at Byker. However, the methodology of 
the thesis also acknowledges the differences between the formal 
approach of Erskine’s team, developed from within the context of their 
professional engagement, and my own practices, situated outside 
of the profession and pursuing an informal approach to architectural 
practice. This distinction has informed the method of creative practice 
that I have pursued in formulating and pursuing the research aims. 

For the most part the procedures followed by Erskine and his team 
on site were intended to be played out in a linear fashion, following a 
typically architectural approach to designing and delivering a building 
with a builder. It was into this process that certain participative actions 
were introduced, in a largely pre-defined manner, primarily through the 
creation of an initial pilot scheme. There were key points within this 
process where alternative actions were pursued in order to ensure a 
greater sensitivity to the concerns of local residents, actions where 
their position allowed them to leverage power on behalf of residents. 
In contrast to their predominant mode, my work began without an 
intended direction, or pre-defined course of action, meaning that my 
own mode of operation has largely been tactical and responsive, 
embracing chance encounters, conversations and opportunities, more 
closely echoing the unplanned opportunities exploited by Erskine’s 
team. This non-linear course constitutes an indeterminate approach 
which Tatjana Schneider argues ‘means starting out from an open 
playing field and making a case for “not knowing”, not assuming to 
know what the outcome might be.’47

This tactical methodology draws from philosopher Michel de Certeau’s 
definitions of strategies and tactics, contrasting ways of working in 
relation to the distribution of power. Strategy, the operation of the 
dominant power holder, surveys the terrain applying a pre-planned 
and homogenous approach to achieving its aims. In contrast tactics 
are employed by marginal bodies, deployed to exploit cracks in the 
strategies of the power holder. The idea of a distinction between 
strategy and tactic is drawn from the loss of distinction between work 
and leisure. No longer are these activities defined by places associated 
with work or leisure, rather ‘these two areas of activity flow together’. 
Instead de Certeau introduces the possibility of a distinction arising 
from ‘types of operations’ as opposed to ‘places of operation’.48

Tactical ways of working

drawing process iteratively to access new knowledge, and incorporate 
it into ways of working as a practitioner. 

The table drawing manifests my changing operations, taking on 
an altered expression through the process as it shifts from being a 
dining table to become a hybrid dining/drawing table that expresses 
both aspects of my identity and engagement with Byker, enabling a 
discussion on the varied positions that I adopt, and my intersecting 
operations as both user and practitioner.

47. Corrado, C. and Marcia, C., 2011. 
Spatial Agency: A Conversation with Tatjana 
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Revolutionary Practice. [online] Available at: 
<http://www.cluster.eu/2011/04/21/spatial-
agency-a-conversation-with-tatjana-schneider-
on-architecture-as-a-quietly-revolutionary-
practice/> [Accessed 13 December 2012].
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Individuals can develop ‘ways of using’, deploying creative means to 
introduce alternative uses for space within the ‘constraining order of 
the place’, likened to the art of ‘making do’, that is, to get along within 
available means, and acting with awareness, and in spite of, limited 
means. This creativity constitutes an ‘art of use’ that subverts and 
distorts the intended function of a product (object or space) to ulterior 
ends, often achieved through clandestine or surprising means. Tactics 
operate within terrain, spatial, political, or bureaucratic, controlled by a 
dominant power, therefore they operate through isolated actions, taking 
advantage of opportunities as they arise. For de Certeau, these isolated 
actions can be made up of everyday activities such as ‘dwelling, 
moving about, speaking, reading, shopping and cooking.’49

In spatial production, if the user of architecture employs tactics to alter a 
building (product), then it is the architect who is strategist, surveying the 
terrain of the building through the representative means of plans and 
sections. Accordingly Jane Rendell argues that de Certeau’s distinction 
of strategies and tactics has been influential in the formation of 
contemporary alternative architectural practices. Accordingly she draws 
on his definition of tactics to outline a distinct approach to architectural 
practice which she terms ‘critical spatial practice’, an approach which 
she defines as ‘everyday activities and creative practices which seek to 
resist the dominant social order of global corporate capitalism.’50

Influenced by de Certeau, Rendell advocates expanding practice 
beyond architecture as object, to incorporate other activities, such as 
activism, writing, and arts-based installations, as well as alternative 
processes of collaboration, writing, and the unbuilt. These processes 
offer a mode of practice that ‘occurs not only through the design 
of buildings, but also through the activities of using, occupying and 
experiencing them’. In addition other sites of practice are opened up 
for intervention, such as public engagement, pedagogy and re-use.51 
Inherent within the notion of tactics from de Certeau is the necessity 
of resistance to, or the inability to deploy, overarching, pre-planned 
approaches. Doina Petrescu proposes that local, small scale and 
flexible approaches to appropriating space can generate a tactical 
practice which generates ‘urban resistance’ to dominant modes of 
planning and spatial developments.52 Through an exploration of the 
ways that social and political self-organisations can act as a form of 
spatial agency, Sam Vardy argues that tactics emerge out of a direct 
relationships with place, emerging from within site, and its specificities, 
rather than imposed from without:

Tactics base themselves in the given conditions of place 
and the relationships and desires of those related with 
those conditions of place, where there is not a lack, but an 
abundance of ideas, materials, conflicts and potentials. In this 
sense, there is a conscious acknowledgement of ‘making do’ 
with the given conditions, materials and energies of a place, 
of seeing their creative and real potential.53

By taking up a situated position within Byker, through my residency, I 
have been able to exploit these opportunities, acting in a way which 
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would have been limited had I engaged from without, or through the 
framework of a formal and professionalised approach to practice. 
Additionally, by adopting the operations of the user - positioned outside 
of the profession - as a basis for my practices, the methodology of the 
thesis supports an exploration of the intersection of the user’s practices 
with the professional production of architecture and reflections on the 
configurations of the profession.

Though my activities in Byker have been purposeful, orientated by an 
ongoing engagement with the hobby rooms, they have rarely been 
strategically linear. The central investigation into the underused hobby 
rooms in the redevelopment has provided a context to direct, and to a 
certain extent contain, my practices. However my planned actions have 
often been accelerated, interrupted and augmented by the increased 
contingency which has arisen as a direct result of my position on site, 
particularly the inclusion of my social life to guide the trajectory of the 
work and offer particular research insights, and personal perception 
of the place of my residence. Additionally, my work has primarily 
been tactical as my practices are contingent on the development of 
relationships, the unintended consequences of conversations and 
actions in Byker, the activities and timescales of other individuals 
and organisational bodies, as well as ideas and propositions which 
emerged throughout the course of my investigations. 

One contingency in particular, as I have developed my research 
and speculative proposals for the hobby rooms, has been the 
emergence of an ongoing conversation with staff at the BCT, as 
they have developed proposals for the future for the hobby rooms 
and other vacant spaces around the area. Our conversations 
regarding their process for the refurbishment of the hobby rooms has 
provided information, actions and opportunities that have directed 
my own explorations of, and proposals for, the hobby rooms. These 
conversations and inputs have been traced in the thesis, informing both 
my critical reflections on the underlying issues regarding the hobby 
rooms, and my proposals for their use and refurbishment. They have 
also operated as a counterpoint in explorations of ideas of participation, 
with the BCT espousing values and ideas of participation that contrast 
with my own. Though my work began with an understanding of a 
shared idea of resident participation, one that guided my initial practices 
and conversations, the realities of diverging viewpoints served to limit 
my operations later on. This acknowledgement forms the final point of 
reflection contained in Chapter 7.

Finally, a section of my practices were supported by two MArch 
students at Newcastle University - Daniel Dyer and Lam Tran. Through 
my connections to the institution, I took the opportunity presented 
by an academic module called ‘Linked Research’, which allows 
students to collaborate with academic researchers in order to give 
them an insight into research methodologies. Dan and Lam supported 
investigations into practices of hobbyists in Byker, and Dan also helped 
to construct a couple of interventions later in the process. Having been 
introduced to the spatial qualities of the Byker redevelopment, Dan has 
subsequently gone on to purchase a house in the area.
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Alongside my creative practices, I have used historical and archival 
methods in order to provide insights into the historical conditions 
of Byker and its hobby rooms, as well as the operation of Erskine’s 
team during the 1970s. This work includes: interviews with two of the 
architects, Mike Drage and Roger Tillotson, colleagues of Erskine who 
worked in the office in Byker, along with a series of original drawings, 
a broad collection of photographs, news clippings, papers from 
architectural journals and other media that records Byker’s past and 
present. This archival work was supported by a local history project, 
Byker Lives, with which I volunteered during the first two years of 
my Ph.D. The project was initiated by residents and members of the 
‘Ralph Erskine Society’, a group of residents who organise events to 
promote the social and architectural values of the redevelopment, 
shortly before my arrival in Byker and provided a way to connect with 
local residents and support my research into the redevelopment. The 
project established a local community archive of information about 
Byker, as well as gathering current stories and recollections from 
residents through a series of oral history interviews. My own research 
has drawn from this collection of material, and has contributed 
additional content to the growing archive, much of which is available 
online at www.bykerlives.com. The archival work has intersected with 
my creative operations in a number of ways. Firstly by offering insights 
into a historical mode of practice that has inspired and informed my 
own practices, which provide a contemporary translation and reflection 
of these operations. Secondly, through providing insights into the 
changing social context within which the hobby rooms are situated 
and contingent. This social context acts as a point of contrast and 
comparison for my present interventions and investigations. Finally, 
the Byker Lives project has provided archival material, in the form of 
photographs and a comprehensive set of original construction drawings 
of Byker from Erskine’s practice, donated by Your Homes Newcastle. 
Many of these have informed my drawing practices, and some have 
also been re-configured in the production of elements of my own 
creative work, to offer a material link between my own contemporary 
operations, and those of Erskine’s team.

Historical information and design practices have been augmented by 
a set of field note diaries in which I have recorded my interactions with 
residents and local organisations, such as the BCT. The diaries have 
allowed the inclusion of conversations and anecdotal information to 
support the development of my projects and proposals as well as 
critical reflection on my practices.

The research also makes reference to the two primary monographs on 
Erskine’s work, by Mats Egelius and Peter Collymore, to provide the 
broader context about Erskine’s life, work and approach, as well as key 
information on the redevelopment process. The research has made 
use of some journal material from the archive catalogue at the RIBA 
Library in London, but has not accessed Erskine’s Byker office material 
which is archived there. Neither has it drawn from Erskine’s drawing 
archive that is held at the Swedish Architecture Museum in Stockholm.

Non-Design Methods
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Overview and Structure:
The thesis has five primary chapters. Following the introductory 
sections in Chapter 1, Chapters 2-6 each address one of the central 
lines of inquiry. Finally, Chapter 7 provides a further reflection on my 
practices in response to their development beyond the hobby rooms.

Chapter 2 identifies Byker’s position within a history of participatory 
practices, tracing changing ideas and attitudes towards the roles 
of architects and users and their relationship, in order to outline 
contemporary viewpoints on participation in architecture, thus 
establishing a theoretical foundation for my subsequent explorations. 

Chapters 3-6 form the central body of the thesis investigation, 
and follow the chronology of my time spent living in Byker from the 
beginning of the Ph.D. This duration, from my move to a house in Byker 
in October 2011 up until the time of writing in July 2016, has been 
retrospectively divided into 4 distinct phases, following the progression 
of my engagement with my place of residence. Tracing the chronology 
of my time in Byker allows for the thesis to interlink theoretical reflection 
with the narrative of my creative practices, as they have developed 
sequentially. My operations on site have emerged, developed, 
expanded and been cut short, in response to the specific conditions, 
relationships and opportinities that I have encountered. Additionally, 
though the thesis is focussed on a fixed time period, this does not 
correspond to the completion of a specific ‘project’ as my work in Byker 
has continued during the writting of the thesis, and is anticipated to 
do so beyond its submission. Instead the conclusion is written as a 
‘pause’, a moment within this continuum of practice and reflection to 
draw out specific insights and conclusions into the hobby rooms and 
my practices. This pause is then followed by an Epilogue that outlines 
the trajectory of current, and possible future work.

The four main chapters explore distinct, yet related, aspects of 
the practitioner’s engagement with their place of residence, titled: 
situated practice, everyday practice, amateur practice, and citizen 
practice. These headings provide anchoring points for varied design 
investigations comprised of a series of interconnected acts of 
intervention and reflection in Byker. Furthermore, the investigation 
of each phase emerges out of key moments of critical reflection on 
the trajectory of the preceding work. This reflection is self-initiated at 
some moments while at others it is catalysed by significant events or 
conversations that instigate a change in direction.

The thesis’ central inquiry, into a situated and amateur mode of practice 
that negotiates the binary between architect and user by overlapping 
the practitioners personal and professional personas, intersects the 
creative investigation into the hobby rooms in Byker, exploring these 
spaces as sites of amateur and informal production. This parallel 
enquiry makes use of the creative practice methodology outlined in the 
previous section, incorporating creative activities, including drawing, 
modelling, filming and construction, to address these central aims. 
The creative strand of my research is comprised of a varied series 

E
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of engagements with the spaces of Byker, its residents and local 
organisations and agencies, that provide the foundation for reflection 
on a place-based, mode of architectural practice. These creative 
endeavours have taken on a range of expressions through the process 
of the investigation, thus each chapter has an associated set of 
specific activities that I will introduce in this section.

The diverse creative activities and the discussions they support, are 
linked by their focus on the hobby rooms, providing a thread that runs 
through all five central chapters to offer insights into my practice, whilst 
also informing the development of my work on site. 

As outlined above, Chapter 2 establishes the context for the thesis, 
drawing on key literature and archival content to situate Byker’s 
development within a broader context of the community architecture 
movement and other radical participatory practices of the 1970s 
which sought to empower non-experts in the processes of spatial 
production. It highlights concerns around the current reappraisal of this 
period, outlining the contemporary discussion that my thesis aims to 
contribute toward. It outlines differing approaches, within architectural 
practice, to addressing the division of architects and users, throughout 
the twentieth century. Within this context, participatory practices are 
understood to address the divide between experts and non-experts, 
established by the architectural profession, by offering ways of drawing 
non-experts into expert processes.

In tracing these ideas of participation, the investigation notes Jeremy 
Till’s critique of community architecture’s approach, for reducing the 
role of the architect to that of technical facilitator for the desire of users, 
negating the expertise of their spatial knowledge. Instead he proposes 
an approach to architectural practice that acknowledges both spatial 
expertise and social contingency, where architects take up hybrid 
identities as citizen-experts/expert-citizens.54

While the participatory practices of Erskine’s team offer limited insights 
to contemporary practice, the position of Vernon Gracie and his 
colleagues, living and working on site in Byker is seen as a possible 
response to Till’s proposition. This configuration of practice establishes 
the possibility of a contemporary mode of practice that operates in the 
interstitial space between the two positions of expert and non-expert, 
and acknowledges that the architect is both professional and user. 

Chapter 3 begins with an acknowledgement of the contrasts between 
the practices of Erskine’s team and my own situated activities. The 
chapter aims to frame the development of a site-based, opportunistic 
and tactical approach to practice, drawing on Michel de Certeau’s 
distinction of strategies and tactics,55 and Jill Stoner’s proposition of 
the activities of appropriation, refurbishment and even demolition, as a 
parallel site for contemporary practice.56
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The investigation draws on the production of a Nolli plan, a 
conventional architectural drawing that is inscribed onto the surface of 
my dining table in Byker. This plan identifies the locations of the hobby 
rooms, introduces a number of typologies of space, and supports 
a reflection on their condition as public or private space, and the 
translation of the concept from Sweden to Newcastle. 

A reflection on the position of the Nolli plan as a situated drawing 
enables a discussion about situated practice, and the relationship 
between architecture and drawing practice. It investigates the origins 
of architectural drawing as a situated practice, as described by Paul 
Emmons, to propose a reconfigured relationship between the architect 
and site, re-establishing a direct bodily connection between the two, 
that in turn informs the architect’s understanding of space, informing 
the process of imagining future spatial alternatives.57

As well as offering insights into spatial phenomena, Jane Rendell 
outlines how spatially configured forms of knowledge also provide 
insights into place-based conditions and relations that influence the 
built condition of architecture, and the scope of architectural practice 
itself.58 My practices explore the possibility of connecting architectural 
practice to these forms of knowledge, through situating the act of 
practice itself within the site of its subject.

Architectural forms of representation are limited in their capacity to 
record and express, the social flows that fill and transgress the spatial 
boundaries they described. As such the table drawing as map, is 
limited to describing the spatial configurations of the hobby rooms. This 
critique of the limitations of representation, informs the investigation 
taken up in Chapter 4.

Chapter 4 explores Henri Lefebvre’s distinction between the ways 
space is perceived by architects and users.59 According to Lefebvre, 
the former’s view is abstracted, governed by representational 
conventions, relationships to planning, politics and finance, whereas 
the user’s perception of space is direct and experiential, understood 
and encountered through the activities of everyday life. The situated 
practitioner, as resident and user, directly acknowledges their own 
subjective experience of space alongside an abstracted understanding, 
while their position also enables them to directly engage with the varied 
subjectivities of other users.

The chapter aims to explore the impact of incorporating the everyday 
rituals and experiences of the user into architectural practices, explored 
through layers added to the situated table drawing, that overlay the 
spatial map with social information. The creative production uses 
anthropological methods of mapping, surveying, filming and field-notes 
in order to visualise the inhabitation of users, that is typically overlooked, 
or abstracted, in conventional architectural drawings, to adding social 
information to the spatially orientated drawing practices of conventional 
architectural representation. 

59. Lefebvre, H., 1991. The Production of 
Space. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. pg.360-
363.
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The chapter explores the historical emergence of hobbies in the context 
of industrialisation, their sites of operation and changing condition in 
post-industrial societies, to understand the role of the hobby rooms 
in contemporary culture. This investigation is developed by mapping 
contemporary hobby practices across Byker. The patterns of use 
and inhabitation of six hobbyists are surveyed in greater detail using 
drawings and film, to offer insights into the occupation of space by 
hobby activity, supplementing the investigation into the hobby rooms. 

The use of anthropological methods that trace everyday practices and 
social rituals offer insights into the tactics of inhabitation pursued by 
hobbyists and enables an exploration into the relationship between 
architecture, as building, and the informal practices of spatial 
appropriation deployed by users within this formal context. The 
surveys and films highlight distinctions between the spatial practices of 
architect and user. This distinction enables the development a design 
strategy that deploys the tools of the user to propose an architecture 
of alteration and inhabitiation that allows for incremental and user-
controlled appropriation, and responds to local and everyday practices.

Chapter 5 explores the ‘amateur’ practices of Erskine’s team, informal 
acts that occurred outside of their conventional architecture practices. 
It proposes use as a contemporary site for amateur practice, as a way 
for architectural skill and knowledge to operate. The chapter records 
my process of designing and constructing a number of elements 
of ‘hobby furniture’, built pieces that borrow from the user’s spatial 
toolkit to appropriate a range of spaces for hobby activity, exploring 
DIY construction as a complementary mode of production to informal 
processes of architectural intervention. 

The elements of furniture also offer users an emancipatory means of 
realising adaptions that respect the limitations of Byker’s heritage listing 
status, providing a visual critique of the restrictions imposed by the 
status on resident’s ability to realise alterations that accommodate the 
changing social and physical needs of everyday life.

The constructions draw from informal modes of production and 
introduce the possibility of an amateur mode of practice, whilst also 
raising questions regarding its role relative to the profession. While 
it seems oxymoronic to conceive of an amateur architect (literally: 
amateur professional), the professional configuration of architecture 
protects the title ‘architect’ but does not extend to monopolising the 
practices of spatial intervention denoted by the title, leaving these 
activities open to all. Accordingly, Jonathan Hill identifies the creative 
practices of the user, acts overlooked by the profession, as a form of 
architectural production. He outlines how architecture is configured 
as the production of a static object, the building, at its point of 
completion.60 However, as identified by Stewart Brand in his book How 
Buildings Learn, buildings change, adapt and shift to accommodate the 
changing, social and political context in which they are positioned.61

C5. AMATEUR
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Unless formally re-configured as a project, architects inhabit a self-
imposed exile from these fluid processes, however, the work of the 
amateur, termed an ‘illegal architect’ by Hill, is freed from the production 
of buildings to participate and contribute toward these fluctuating spatial 
conditions. For Jill Stoner, the recognition of architecture as a fluid and 
changing condition, within which both architects and users operate, 
has the potential to undermine the hierarchy between these two spatial 
producers.62

Chapter 5 investigates the opportunities that emerge out of this 
freedom, tracing a mode of practice where the work of the amateur 
intersects the professionally divided actors of architect, user and 
builder. The amateur applies spatial knowledge outside of the context 
of the profession to realise site based, materially suited and responsive 
interventions, engaging in a mode of practice that is spatially situated 
yet temporally boundless. 

However, the limitations of this approach are acknowledged, and the 
legitimacy of the amateur is questioned, situated outside of professional 
codes and frameworks, the hegemonic structures of dominant spatial 
producers threaten to delegitimise the actions of the amateur.

 

Reflecting on the limited agency of the amateur practitioner, Chapter 6 
explores Henri Lefebvre’s proposition of a citizen’s ‘right to the city’63 as 
a context for establishing a multivalent practice that operates within the 
context of the architect’s citizenship, as an active and interconnected 
practice, offering a site for practice and a renewed agency through 
collaboration with other citizens, and local forms of social organisation.

Chapter 6 situates these amateur and DIY practices in the context of 
a broader movement of architectural activity known as temporary, or 
participatory, urbanism, which, according to Margaret Crawford, is 
characterised by the operation of architects outside the profession, 
in partnership with other citizens and experts in a common project.64 
Following Lefebvre’s conception, the acts of appropriation explored 
in earlier chapters become the tool of the user, through which they 
exercise their right to the city.

A reflection on the ongoing approach of the BCT to redevelop 
the hobby rooms, particularly through the appointment of a local 
architecture practice and a resident consultation event, highlights 
a failure to address the underlying issues of the management and 
social infrastructure that enable the communal social use of the hobby 
rooms. In response, in order to speculate on possible modes of 
social infrastructure and relationships that would enable the ongoing 
communal occupation of the hobby rooms, four speculative drawings, 
that pair ‘architectural’ axonometric spatial proposals with relational 
network diagrams, explore possible social networks and relationships 
that could enable the re-appropriation of the hobby rooms, as well 
as other spaces around Byker. These drawings comment on the 
possibility of the architect’s involvement in interrelated spatial and 
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social speculations, enabled by their participation in a network of social 
relations between individuals, agencies and organisations, within the 
site of their work. In addition theses agencies, drawn from specific 
relational connections and organisations in the area, are proposed as a 
framework to enable other residents in Byker to engage with citizenship 
as an active practice of agency and direct participation.  

Chapter 6 provides a conclusion to my work on the hobby rooms, 
summarising the insights that the research has generated, and making 
some specific proposals regarding potential approaches to their 
refurbishment that would maintain the original intentions of Erskine 
and his team for the future use of these spaces individually and 
communally.

Subsequently, a final conclusion on my situated, amateur and citizen 
practices in Byker reflect on their changing and contingent nature and 
shifting relationships between personal operation and public act. This 
conclusion takes a view over the unfolding practices of Chapters 3-6 
to trace a process of changing identities, a becoming that evades 
labels and titles of practice to offer an immersive mode of operation that 
fuses the personal and professional, and ultimately responds to David 
Harvey’s provocation that any desire to initiate social change demands 
a personal response: 

Through changing our world we change ourselves. How, 
then, can any of us talk about social change without at the 
same time being prepared, both mentally and physically, to 
change ourselves?65

Chapter 7 provides an Epilogue to my creative practices and proposal 
of a situated, amateur and citizen mode of practice. It reflects on 
diverging perceptions of participation, between those I have pursued 
through the Ph.D and the approach of the BCT in engaging the 
involvement of residents in management and decision making, that 
have emerged through the process of investigating the hobby rooms. 
These observations raise the question of how empowering amateur 
practices intersect with institutional bodies and ways of operating.

I propose two contrasting but complementary approaches that further 
develop my practices in Byker in response to this observation. The first 
is the development of an activitst mode of practice, explored through 
an increasingly oppositional relationship to the BCT and the expansion 
of this conversation to include more residents, in response to the 
limitations of the BCT’s attempts to incorporate their views. Secondly 
I propose the translation of hobby ideas and the extension of my 
situated practices through a distinct project for a series of designed 
interventions in St Michael’s church. This project investigates the 
deployment of the amateur’s design strategies within the formalised 
context of a professional project. In this case I operate with the tools 
and methods developed as an amateur in a context which is more 
closely aligned with the structures of professional practice.
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FIG.9-11. Top: Low-rise housing in the 
Kendal area of Byker. Right: Houses on St 
Michael’s Mount. Opposite Page: Kendal 
Green onto which my house at No 3 
opens.
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Byker: Participation, Community 
Architecture and Situated Practice

Date:    An unspecified day in May 1974.
Time:    10 past 7 in the evening.
Visitor:    Mrs Wann.
Reason for Visit:  Upset - kids broke window - news of move too  
   much, broke down.
Action:    Glass of sherry and a chat.1

This event is an extract from the daybook record compiled by the 
architects working in the on-site project office that was established by 
Ralph Erskine and his partner Vernon Gracie, an architect who had 
already been a Byker resident for 7 years,2 during the redevelopment of 
Byker. Recalling the office, Erskine wrote: 

People, kids, the chief planner – they all come in and 
out. We often took in kids who had been ‘chucked out’ 
from home and it was raining. Our office became a sort 
of day nursery. And you could walk out on site and talk to 
people and contractors. We exhibited plans, drawings and 
models in the window - but also local notices. ‘Anyone lost 
a tricycle? Ask the architect’. ‘Guinea pigs...’ and so on. 
Much less important was the RIBA sign-plate.3

The introductory photograph pictures Erskine surrounded by school 

1. Ravetz, A., 1976. Housing at Byker, 
Newcastle upon Tyne. The Architects’ Journal, 
163 (14 April 1976), pg.741.

2. Erskine, R., 1976. Designing With User 
Participation. RIBA Journal, 83(7), pg.273.

3. Erskine, R., 1976. Designing With User 
Participation. RIBA Journal, 83(7), pg.273.
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children in the site office, the wall covered with their drawings. As well 
as its highly considered design the redevelopment contains memories 
of a forward thinking and alternative approach to architectural practice, 
a history which provides the context for an exploration a situated 
approach to architectural practice. Erskine’s memories of the office, 
describe traces of a cultural slippage, where the Byker architects 
stepped beyond professional boundaries and expertise to engage with 
local residents, while Mike Drage, another architect working in the Byker 
office, recalls that the team of architects’ sense of social engagement 
led them to step beyond their professional remit, contributing informally 
to the occupation of the spaces they were designing.4 With the 
establishment of the on-site office and a number of architects living 
in the estate during the redevelopment, a situated form of practice 
emerged where the architects’ professional and personal commitment 
to the project began to overlap, and where they embraced their role as 
engaged residents as well as paid professionals.

The Byker redevelopment stands as a powerful reminder of the 
community architecture movement, a movement that is currently 
being revisited by practitioners and theorists, and which is driving a 
contemporary discussion about the role and agency of the architect 
to develop a socially engaged approach to architectural practice. As 
such Byker provides an appropriate site upon which to establish a 
foundational exploration of architecture’s varying relationship to social 
practice, and changing attitudes to the relationship of architects and 
users, through the 20th century, from the social intentions of the early 
modernists, seeking to realise a new vision of the city and society 
in the wake of industrialisation, through the work of Erskine and his 
contemporaries who moved beyond a techno-centric approach to the 

FIG.1. Ralph Erskine talking to local 
school children. The office was so 
popular with children that they had to 
devise a rota so it didn’t get too busy 
after school hours (Bengt Ahlqvist).

4. Drage, M., 2013. Byker Lives Oral History 
Interview with Mike Drage. Interviewed by 
James Longfield. Byker, 24 January 2013.
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FIG.2. An extract from the architect’s 
daybook record held in the site office 
in Byker. The daybook reveals the 
often mundane and social interactions 
that occurred between the architects 
and residents visiting the office (The 
Architects’ Journal).

built environment to engage with communities by working closely with 
the residents and users of their buildings, and onto the possibilities 
of contemporary practice. Where the work of Erskine and Gracie, 
and others, has been historically investigated for the participatory 
practices they employed, my work draws from their decision to situate 
themselves on-site, tracing the overlap which occurred as they 
embraced their role as engaged citizens and professionals. Having 
become a resident of Byker, my work there focusses on a resulting 
mode of architectural practice that emerges when the architect’s 
operations are situated and bounded by their place of residence, and 
that addresses the division between architects and users, inherent 
within the operation of architecture as a professionalised practice.

My exploration of the situated and engaged nature of Erskine and 
his colleagues’ practices provides a touchstone to investigate 
situated practice as a resident, and through this activity, to respond 
to contemporary calls for practitioners to operate across the divide 
between experts and users, negotiating distinct forms of knowledge 
and production, in the development of their projects.
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FIG.3-6. Opposite Page Top: The northern 
face of the wall is clad in a hard skin 
of brick in warm colours. Below: The 
patterned brickwork articulates points 
of entry. Above: The wall opens up to the 
southern views and light with access 
decks and large windows. Left: Planters 
and a bench are positioned outside each 
flat to encourage conversation on the 
access decks. 
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FIG.7-12. Previous Page Left Top: Courtyard 
houses on Kendal Street. Middle: 
Housing on Priory Green. Bottom: 
Resident’s personal adaptions to houses 
on Brinkburn Street. Previous Page Right 
Top: Norfolk Square with Tom Collins 
House in the background. Middle: Mature 
trees at Dunn Terrace. Bottom: Houses 
amongst trees on Carville Rise.

Byker: The redevelopment

The Byker redevelopment is most easily identified by the Byker Wall, 
a mid-rise protective perimeter block of houses and flats, rising to a 
maximum of 12 floors. Reminiscent of Hadrian’s Roman wall which 
runs just north of the site, the Byker Wall snakes up the hill for a 
mile enclosing the northern edge of the estate, creating a landmark 
visible across the city. As a result many people mistakenly take the 
Wall to be the extent of Byker itself. However, whilst being the most 
visually distinct element of the redevelopment the Wall contains only 
20 percent of the total number of properties.5 A hard external shell 
of boldly patterned brickwork, punctuated only by tiny windows into 
bathrooms and kitchens and small gateways at ground level allowing 
access, shelters the remainder of the estate from prevailing winds and 
noise from adjacent transport infrastructure. The gateways are marked 
by particularly intense brick patination, establishing a hierarchy of 
entrance. The experience of stepping through one of these openings 
can feel like touching down in a foreign country where one’s sense 
of the familiar is lifted for a time, a feeling largely due to the fact that 
Erskine pursued most of his career in Sweden where he developed 
his distinct architectural vocabulary. In a complete reversal of the hard 
exterior the southern elevation of the Wall has a remarkably different 
expression, opening up to the sun and views up the Tyne valley with 

5. Egelius, M., 1990. Ralph Erskine, architect. 
Stockholm: Byggforlaget. pg.155.
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brightly coloured timber access decks and large windows onto living 
rooms.

The layout of the majority of the redevelopment behind the Wall 
provides a varied visual and spatial experience as the low-rise family 
housing steps down the slope towards the river Tyne. The relationship 
of the housing to public space is rich; small groups of houses frame 
semi-private outdoor spaces and these groups are offset from one 
another creating a myriad of spaces in-between, some more intimate 
with built in furniture, others wide open to encourage play, each 
unfolding after the next, restricting and controlling your view as you 
walk. The experience is supported by the removal of most cars to the 
perimeter, which gives the pedestrian priority and in turn encourages a 
sense of comfort in occupying this public space. These public spaces 
of the estate provide multiple spaces of encounter where unplanned 
meetings between residents regularly occur, developing a strong sense 
of sociability in sharp contrast to the paucity of public space found in 
many suburban developments. This unpredictability has not always 
been benign however, and though largely overlooked by surrounding 
houses, the organic layout of the streets has been seen, at times, to 
facilitate crime by making it difficult for police to pursue individuals. 

Public spaces are also provided along the communal access decks 
of the wall, onto which the flats open. Benches and planters have 
been included to provide communal spaces along the decks, and the 
moments where the decks meet the vertical circulation, of stairs and 
lifts, they widen to form a larger gathering space, some of which have 
been populated with plants, benches and in one instance, a shared 
composting facility. 

FIG.13+14.Opposite Page: Linking decks at 
Shipley Walk. Above: Dunn Terrace facing 
pigeon lofts on Byker Link.
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FIG.15+16. Top: Houses on St Michael’s 
mount, with the Tyne Bridge and 
Gateshead Millenium Bridge in the 
distance. Above: Byker metro station 
with Rabygate behind.
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FIG.17+18. Top: Shadows of trees cast on 
the inner face of the wall. Above: Timber 
fencing and cladding in original muted 
stains.
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Deck access in post-war housing more generally, does not have 
a positive legacy. They were initially intended as an upgrade from 
dark internal - dual access - corridors of slab and tower blocks that 
were seen to exacerbate crime,6 deck access or ‘streets in the sky’ 
were proposed to replicate the conviviality of a ground floor street 
scene, facilitating children playing and the milkman’s round. However, 
lacking connection to the ground, unsupervised stairwells and dark 
corners were widely seen to be intimidating and unsafe, while the 
uncompromisingly extensive use of concrete made for a harsh 
environment for residents.7

Social geographer and housing researcher Alice Coleman’s book 
Utopia on Trial, published in 1985,8 argued that deck access, amongst 
other design features of postwar social housing, facilitated crime and 
served to exacerbate poverty. Though her book influenced government 
policy, it was highly controversial, as it adopted a determinist stance 
towards the social effects of modernist design, attributing spatial 
arrangements with the power to inform and enable negative social 
behaviours, yet did little to question the role of more fundamental 
social and political contexts within which these issues of crime and 
depravation occurred.9 Influenced by Coleman’s critique, deck access 
became symbolic of poverty, crime and problem estates. On the 
outskirts of Newcastle, slab blocks with connecting walkways at 
Killingworth New Town, built in the late 1960s were demolished by the 
early 80s, after becoming notorious for dereliction and arson attacks.10

Though less acute in Byker, the decks have not always been 
experienced as safe or welcoming in the years since their completion. 
As recorded by resident and activist Colin Dilks, CCTV cameras were 

FIG.19. Shared public space between 
housing on St Michael’s Mount.

6. Newman, O., 1972. Defensible Space: 
Crime Prevention Through Urban Design. New 
York: Macmillan.

7. Hackney, R., 1990. The Good, The 
Bad and The Ugly: Cities in Crisis. London: 
Frederick Muller. pg.22.

8. Coleman, A., 1985. Utopia on Trial: Vision 
and Reality in Planned Housing. London: H. 
Shipman.

9. Spicker, P., 1987. Poverty and depressed 
estates: a critique of Utopia on trial. Housing 
Studies, 2(4), pp.283-292.

10. Vall, N., 2012. Social Engineering and 
Participation in Anglo-Swedish Housing 
1945-1976: Ralph Erskine’s Vernacular Plan. 
Planning Perspectives, 28(2), pg.233.



49

introduced in a number of public spaces in 1999, in response to 
resident complaints that ‘anti-social’ behaviour and youth disorder were 
creating a threatening environment. This was extended to cover the 
access decks of the wall in 2004.11 Today, with concierge controlled 
access, the experience of these spaces vary, depending on the care 
and attention given them by the residents on any given deck, a few 
are well maintained by groups of neighbours, with a wealth of planting 
enriching the deck, though most are largely neglected. Problems 
with nesting pigeons, and associated muck contaminating the decks 
and their roofs has proved consistent, despite numerous attempts to 
alleviate the issue. A recent round of painting and refurbishment has 
refreshed the appearance of these spaces, and netting has been 
introduced across many balconies and some walkways to dissuade 
pigeons from nesting.

The whole estate is awash with low cost but uniquely detailed and 
colourful softwood timber work, such as bird boxes on gable ends, low 
fences, pergolas, cladding and external furniture, which led architecture 
critic Reyner Banham to declare that it looked as though ‘a tidal wave 
of sheddery and pergolation had been washed up against the wall.’12 
All these details add a playful sense of fun and decoration to the largely 
brick homes, and add distinguishing qualities to the different areas of 
the redevelopment. In addition, they serve to give Byker a vernacular 
and ‘home-made’ aesthetic, belying their formal realisation, to express 
an organic construction realised over a longer period of time, and with 
greater input from residents in their realisation. The timber details are 
also cheap and easy to maintain and replace though they have largely 
stood the test of time. Behind the Wall, the urban layout is divided into 
11 smaller ‘neighbourhoods’, that consist of approximately 200 houses 

FIG.20. Balconies and access decks on 
Dunn Terrace.

11. Dilks, C., 2005. Resident Participation: 
History Repeating Itself? In: European Network 
for Housing Research Conference. Housing 
in Europe: Challenges and Innovation. 
Reykjavik, Iceland, 29 June - 2 July 2005. 
[online] Available at: <https://borg.hi.is/
enhr2005iceland/ppr/Dilks.pdf> [Accessed 2 
September 2014]. pg.6.

FIG.21-23. Next Page Left: Varied coloured 
timber details on housing across the 
redevelopment.

12. Banham, R., 1975. The Great Wall of 
Tyne. New Society, 31(644), (6 February 
1975), pg.330.
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each. These smaller clusters of houses each have a distinct identity, 
enabling a more localised identification with place within the estate 
itself. This distinction is articulated through variations in the softwood 
details, and the use of colour, as well emerging from the individual 
expression of the particular architect, working under Erskine, who took 
a lead on each section.  

This successful urban plan was heavily inspired by Erskine’s experience 
of the life and layout of medieval towns in Sweden where he spent 
the majority of his career working,13 as well as being influenced by the 
townscape theories of Gordon Cullen, with whom Erskine studied at 
Regent Street Polytechnic in the 1930s. Erskine was also involved in 
critiques of the dogmatic architectural approach of the early twentieth 
century Modern Movement in architecture, and along with Team Ten, a 
collective of his contemporaries, he sought to provide more varied and 
socially communal architectural arrangements in his housing projects of 
the 1960s and 70s.

13. Erskine, R., 1997. Erskine, Ralph. 
National Life Story Collection: Architects’ 
Lives. Interviewed by Jill Lever. Drottningholm, 
Sweden, 23 January 1997.

14. Collymore, P., 1994. The Architecture of 
Ralph Erskine. 2nd ed. London: Academy 
Editions. pg.1.

15. Erskine, R., 1997. Erskine, Ralph. 
National Life Story Collection: Architects’ 
Lives. Interviewed by Jill Lever. Drottningholm, 
Sweden, 23 January 1997.

16. Erskine, R., 1982. Democratic Architecture 
- The Universal and Useful Art: Projects and 
Reflections. Journal of the Royal Society of 
Arts, 5314 (September 1982), pg.643.

17. Collymore, P., 1994. The Architecture of 
Ralph Erskine. 2nd ed. London: Academy 
Editions. pg.37.

Erskine: Early life and influences

Erskine was born in London on 24th of February 1914 and attended a 
Quaker school at Saffron Walden, where he met his future wife Ruth, 
and which he credits with providing him a foundation of humanist 
values.14 Having graduated from Regent Street Polytechnic in London 
in 1937, being only one of four students to complete the full 5 year 
course, Erskine found work in London for a few different architects, 
perhaps most notably Louis de Soissons, the lead designer of Welwyn 
Garden City, the second new town of Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City 
movement, which aimed to bring together the best aspects of both 
town and the countryside and provide a healthier living environment 
where residents had greater contact with nature. Increasingly interested 
in the way that buildings related to their surroundings, Erskine also 
undertook a two year evening course in urban planning.15 During his 
studies Erskine became drawn towards the Swedish approach to 
Functionalist architecture, as developed by Sven Markelius, Gunnar 
Asplund, Uno Ahern and Sigurd Lewerentz which received much 
coverage in the architectural press after being promoted in the 1930 
Stockholm Exhibition. He later adopted the German term brukskont, 
literally ‘the art of that which is useful’16 to describe his own approach 
to Functionalism, a style that was defined as Romantic Functionalism 
by Peter Collymore in his monograph on the life and work of Erskine.17 

Erskine argued that a building ought both to be useful and beautiful, as 
a result many of his buildings are recognisable by their vibrant use of 
colour and timber detail so varied that it often amounts to decoration, 
as evident in Byker.

At the same time as its architects were producing well publicised 
buildings, Sweden was in the process of establishing its own welfare 
state, aspiring to raise the living standards of its citizens to a higher and 
more equitable level. This aspiration demanded an economical and 
practical architecture to which this emerging Swedish Modern seemed 
well suited, while it also ensured that there was a steady supply of 
work for architects during the 1930s. This socially conscious model 
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of housing and service provision appealed to Erskine, thanks to his 
humanist worldview.18 Additionally Sweden’s pacifist political stance 
also matched his own political ideas which further endeared the county 
to him.19

In May 1939 Erskine caught a boat to Denmark with nothing more 
than a bike, a sleeping bag and a small rucksack. He cycled through 
Denmark and into Sweden, stopping to draw the occasional modern 
building, eventually coming to Stockholm where he quickly secured 
a job with Weijke & Ödéen, a practice who specialised in designing 
housing. He was soon joined in Stockholm by his fiancee Ruth Francis 
and they were married at Stockholm City Hall in August of 1939. In 
the face of diminishing work due to the outbreak of the Second World 
War, he and Ruth decided to find a smaller home to save money. 
Having been offered a small piece of wooded land on the edge of a 
farm owned by a friend they decided to build their own home. Known 
simply as ‘The Box’, this was self-built during the winter of 1941-42 

18. Vall, N., 2012. Social Engineering and 
Participation in Anglo-Swedish Housing 
1945-1976: Ralph Erskine’s Vernacular Plan. 
Planning Perspectives, 28(2), pg.225-227.

19. Egelius, M., 1990. Ralph Erskine, 
architect. Stockholm: Byggforlaget. pg.10.
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21. González de Canales, F., 2012. 
Experiments with Life Itself: Radical Domestic 
Architectures Between 1937 and 1959. Actar: 
Barcelona. pg.77.

22. Egelius, M., 1990. Ralph Erskine, 
architect. Stockholm: Byggforlaget. pg.9.

and they lived there for four years. The Box was a single room house 
designed to respond to the climatic conditions of the site and built 
cheaply of timber and reclaimed brick and stone. Wood storage for 
the fireplace along the external face of the north facade was combined 
with built in cupboards lining the internal face to provided a deep wall 
construction, designed to provide as much insulation as possible along 
the coldest face of the house. Glazing facing south was set back to 
provide a veranda, whilst inviting the sun’s warmth in. The overhanging 
roof above the veranda prevented too much sunlight falling directly on 
the glazing, limiting overheating. The single room was partially divided 
by an asymmetric stone fireplace and chimney which provided heat 
to the home, a kitchen was installed to the west of the fireplace while 
the space to the east hosted all the other activities of home through 
re-arrangeable furniture. A drawing table folded out of the north wall to 
create an office, during the day a table and chairs provided living and 
dining space, then come the evening a bed could be lowered from the 
ceiling to transform the space into a bedroom.20 In 1946 the Erskines 
moved from the Box to a house on the island of Drottningholm, on 
lake Mälaren, on the outskirts of Stockholm. In 1963 he built his own 
home and studio there too, where he lived and worked until his death in 
March 2005.

In his study of the Box, Francisco Gonzales de Canales observes that 
its construction, inhabitation and moderation provided an embodied 
in-situ architectural education for Erskine, one in which he confronted 
first-hand the experience of sub-arctic conditions, which were to 
inform his later designs.21 One example was the need to introduce 
external insulation panels to limit the loss of heat through the floor to 
ceiling south facing glazing during the harsh winters, a reality that led 
Erskine to limit his use of extensive south facing glazing in subsequent 
designs.22 Erskine’s experience of building and living in the Box 
developed his interest in design strategies for northern and sub-arctic 
climates. During the late 1940s and early 50s, while there continued 
to be a shortage of architectural work in Sweden, he initiated a series 
of investigations into vernacular building typologies, going so far as 

FIG.24-26. Opposite Page Top: Erskine 
constructing the Box during the winter 
of 1941-42 (Ruth Erskine). Below: 
Erskine’s Box, a self built house where 
the Erskines lived for four years (Holger 
Ellgaard). Above: Erskine’s drawing for 
the Box (Ralph Erskine).

20. Collymore, P., 1994. The Architecture of 
Ralph Erskine. 2nd ed. London: Academy 
Editions. pg.4.
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partaking in a workshop to build and camp in an igloo,23 in order 
to develop designs for environmentally sensitive buildings for Arctic 
climates. This work culminated in the design of a scheme for an ideal, 
self sufficient Arctic town which he was invited to present by Team 10, 
at the 11th and final CIAM congress at Otterlo in 1959.24

Erskine was later given the opportunity to realise his investigations 
in two schemes for mining towns north of the Arctic Circle, at Kiruna 
and Svappavara, in the early 1960s. Additionally, in 1973, he was 
commissioned to design an Arctic settlement for a population of 500 
at Resolute Bay, a settlement in the northern reaches of Canada and 

23. McGowan, J.M., 2008. Ralph Erskine, 
(Skiing) Architect. Nordlit, 12(1), pg.244.

24. Collymore, P., 1994. The Architecture of 
Ralph Erskine. 2nd ed. London: Academy 
Editions. pg.24.

FIG.27-29. Right: Erskine at Svappavara 
(Egelius) . Below: Designs for a 
theoretical self-sufficient city to be built 
in sub-arctic conditions. The ideas of 
this project, developed in the late 1940s, 
continued to inform Erskine’s projects 
in the post-war period through to Byker 
(Ralph Erskine). Opposite Page Top: 
Erskine presents his studies of Arctic 
conditions and built forms at CIAM 11 in 
Otterlo in 1959 (Collymore).
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also within the Arctic Circle. These schemes shared common design 
features which are all clearly visible in the design and layout of Byker, 
in its milder climate, situated on a south facing slope bordered to the 
north, east and west by a continuous perimeter building which was 
designed to provide shelter from prevailing winds. Low rise housing 
nestles tightly together within this enclosure, in close proximity to other 
functional buildings which support work, leisure and infrastructure 
services. The buildings all take advantage of the south facing aspect 
for light and warmth from the sun.

Connections to Team 10 and reactions to CIAM

Founded in 1928 by Le Corbusier, Sigfried Gideon, Walter Gropius and 
other leading architects of the modern movement of the early 1900s, 
the Congrés Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne - CIAM - became 
the primary forum for debate on the role and form of architecture 
in society. It was here that many of the principles and values of the 
modern movement were debated and consolidated. The movement 
was was associated with clear social intentions. Gámez and Rogers 
argue that tackling social issues such as poor environments and 
inequality were central to the development of modern architecture 
claiming that, ‘the early modern movement possessed a clear sense 
of political engagement, and it envisioned broad societal change as 
a crucial and fundamental part of its architectural practices.’25 This 
agenda contributed to the form that this modern architecture took, 
‘the social driving force of this movement was slum clearance, the 
provision of sun, light, air and green space in the overpopulated cities. 

25. Gámez, J.L.S., and Rogers, S., 2008. 
An Architecture of Change. In: B. Bell and K. 
Wakeford, eds. 2008. Expanding Architecture: 
Design as Activism. New York: Metropolis 
Books. pg.19.



56

This social content was perfectly matched by the form of functionalist 
architecture’.26 Solutions to such social issues were considered to lie 
in technological advancement, a new rational architecture to match 
the emergence of the rational machine age. Led by Le Corbusier the 
architects of CIAM developed a dogmatic approach to architectural 
form which was labelled as the International Style by Henry Russell 
Hitchcock and Phillip Johnson in 1932.27

One architectural typology in particular became associated with this 
movement, with an acute need for housing in the wake of the second 
world war. The residential tower block, in point block and slab block 
form, seemed to offer an economical and efficient solution. According 
to Team 10 member Giancarlo de Carlo, this solution gained real 
traction at the second congress of CIAM in 1929 in Frankfurt, which 
was dedicated to the issue of ‘Minimum Housing.’ In an attempt to 
produce the cheapest possible housing to tackle the acute shortage 
of housing in the wake of the first world war, the architects of CIAM 
competed to reduce the floor area of homes in before clustering these 
minimum dwellings together in multi storey towers to maximise the 
efficiency of the footprint of the building. As compensation to these 
limitations towers were to be situated within expansive parks offering 
fresh air, light and recreation space to their inhabitants.28

Architects applied this model to create visions of the modern city and 
promoted large scale urban transformation to replace the cluttered and 
unplanned cities of central Europe, few so visionary as Le Corbusier’s 
Plan Voisin for Paris which proposed wholesale demolition of the centre 
of Paris to make way for a new integrated environment of towers, parks, 
shops, and industry, all carefully zoned with traffic and pedestrians 
kept separate. These towers of minimum dwellings were to be set 
in expansive parks with access to shops, amenities and transport 
services on the ground.29 According to Peter Smithson, Corbusier’s 
vision was ‘a humane, poetic, disciplined, machine environment for 
a machine society... his city was to be one of shining towers in a 
sea of trees, with the automobile used at the scale at which it is a 
moving poetic thing and not a stinking object; an essentially controlled, 
quiet environment.’30 However, De Carlo argued that the realities 
regarding the deployment of tower blocks was so far removed from 
the visions of a clean and ordered built environment as to undermine 
them completely. Tower blocks were appropriated and deployed at 
high density, while the principles of urban layout, green space and 
accessible transportation, seen as additional extras, were quickly 
eliminated to save money.31

By 1953, at the 9th CIAM congress, held at Aix-en-Provence, France, 
dissenting voices began to be heard from a number of younger, 
outspoken architects who were distrustful of the dogmatic style and 
bureaucratic setup of the group. They argued that the emphasis 
on technical and mechanical efficiency had given rise to a loss of 
emotion, spirit and a sense of place in the cities and houses being 
designed.32 At this congress Peter and Alison Smithson argued that 
‘In most cases the grouping of dwellings does not reflect any reality 
of social organisation; rather they are the result of political, technical 

26. Smithson, A. ed., 1974. Team 10 Primer. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
pg.84.

27. Hitchcock, H., and Johnson, P. 1995. The 
International Style. London: W.W. Norton.

29. Cohen, J-L. ed., 2013. Le Corbusier: 
An Atlas of Modern Landscapes. London: 
Thames & Hudson. pg.264-265.

30. Smithson, A. ed., 1974. Team 10 Primer. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press.

31. De Carlo, G., 1969. Architecture’s Public. 
In: P. Blundell Jones, D. Petrescu, and J. Till, 
eds. 2005. Architecture and Participation. 
Oxon: Routledge. pp.3-22.

32. Van der Heuvel, D. and Risselada, M., 
2005. Team 10: In Search of a Utopia of the 
Present. Rotterdam: NAI Publishers.

28. De Carlo, G., 1969. Architecture’s Public. 
In: P. Blundell Jones, D. Petrescu, and J. Till, 
eds. 2005. Architecture and Participation. 
Oxon: Routledge. pg.8-9.
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and mechanical expediency,’33 while Aldo van Eyck mourned the 
loss of spontaneous activity that he felt distinguished place from 
space; ‘The slum has gone. Behold the slum edging into the spirit,’ 
he declared, ‘we have only to take a look at one of the new towns or 
a recent housing development, to recognise to what extent the spirit 
has gone into hiding. Architects left no cracks and crevices this time. 
They expelled all sense of place’.34 As a result of this challenge to the 
modern vision, Alison Smithson identified that ‘young architects today 
feel a monumental dissatisfaction with the buildings they see going up 
around them. For them, the housing estates, the social centres and 
the blocks of flats are meaningless and irrelevant’.35 A generational 
conflict began to emerge which led to a core of young architects taking 
the responsibility of organising the 10th CIAM congress to be held in 
Dubrovnik in 1956. The group, consisting of De Carlo, Jaap Bakema, 
Aldo van Eyck, George Candilis, Shadrach Woods and Peter and 
Alison Smithson were nicknamed Team 10. Having been invited to 
present his designs for a self-sufficient arctic city, Erskine subsequently 
joined the loosely bounded group, going on to participate in other 
gatherings over the years, yet remaining somewhat marginal to their 
activities.

33. Smithson, A. ed., 1974. Team 10 Primer. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
pg.48.

34. Smithson, A. ed., 1974. Team 10 Primer. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
pg.44.

35. Smithson, A. ed., 1974. Team 10 Primer. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
pg.44.

Recovering ‘place’

As well as disagreeing with the distribution of the population into 
multi-storey residential blocks, which Erskine criticised for creating 
an ‘emotional and mental slum’,36 one of the driving ideas of CIAM 
that Team 10 reacted to was the prioritisation given to zoning and the 
spatial separation of varying functions of life under four categories, 
dwelling, working, recreation and circulation, across the city. Erskine 
criticised this approach for leading to ‘monotonous areas and the need 
for a comprehensive traffic machinery to link the areas that have been 
separated’.37 In its place, members of Team 10 chose to focus instead 
on reclaiming the concepts of house, street, district and city, proposing 
that each of these scales should host a variety of functions to support 
social life and activity. Much of the subsequent debate focussed on the 
need to create ‘places for living’ with a variety of living, working, service 
and public spaces, mirroring Erskine’s call for places of ‘mixed use’ as 
inspired by his interest in medieval towns where functions overlapped 
and were interwoven through the urban fabric. Team 10 and Erskine 
sought to reintroduce this notion of place through promoting sociability 
and encouraging a sense of neighbourliness in planning and the design 
and layout of their buildings.

According to Egelius, Erskine’s housing project at Tibro is an early 
example of how Team 10’s concepts could be manifested. His first 
attempt to explore the creation of place lead to the development of 
‘intimate housing clusters or groups’ around the ‘concept of gossip 
groups’.38 A ‘gossip group’ would be made up of 30-50 dwellings 
supported by community rooms, play spaces and other functional 
requirements. In his designs for Barberaren, housing built in the centre 
of Sandviken, north of Stockholm we can see an increase in this 
search for varied activity. Offices, shops and social facilities including 
a child-care centre and chapel are distributed throughout the housing, 

36. Egelius, M., 1990. Ralph Erskine, 
architect. Stockholm: Byggforlaget. pg.83.

37. Egelius, M., 1990. Ralph Erskine, 
architect. Stockholm: Byggforlaget. pg.83.

38. Egelius, M., 1990. Ralph Erskine, 
architect. Stockholm: Byggforlaget. pg.84.
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primarily on the ground floor. Just outside of the centre of Sandviken 
in the housing area of Nya Bruket, Erskine planned the 750 homes 
in groups of 35-50 dwellings to be built around a series of 19, 46 x 
63m, gated courtyards. This was a further exploration of the concept of 
smaller scale communities within a specific housing estate. Within the 
estate each courtyard had a communal hall at the centre with a laundry 
and a large meeting/recreation room with kitchenette. Residents 
met in advance of moving in to decide on how they would use the 
communal halls, they were then allocated some funding by the landlord 
to purchase furniture and decorations.39 Additionally within the sheltered 
apartments for the elderly and the youth centre Erskine identified 
shared rooms for meetings and hobbies. These explorations in varied 
layout and functionality all subsequently fed into Erskine’s designs for 
the Byker estate.

Critiques of technocratic urban planning and architecture

As well as an architectural critique of early ‘high modernism’, an 
intersecting concern began to emerge during this period regarding the 
role and voice of users in the development of architectural projects, 
and the balance of power in decision making between architects 
and the users of their designs and constructions.40 Criticisms of the 
technocratic dominance of the expert and the ‘placeless’ qualities of 
large-scale urban projects were expressed from within and outside 
the profession during the early 1960s. In response to the perceived 
hegemony of modernist architects, these critiques provided the 
foundation for the emergence of a range of participatory approaches 
that were developed during the 1970s and early 1980s by architects 
who sought ways to involve users in the design process and 
accordingly explored approaches which incorporated the influence 
of non-experts into the designs of their buildings, keen to ensure a 
greater relevance to existing patterns of living, and views on the built 
environment. According to Peter Blundell-Jones, these critiques were 
symptomatic of a growing counterculture that reacted to the destructive 
power of nuclear destruction, the Vietnam War and catalysed a 
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Architecture. London: Routledge. pg.182.
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FIG.30-32. Opposite Page: Public space in 
Erskine’s Brittgården housing project in 
Tibro (online).  Above: Public space and 
shared communal hall at Nya Bruket 
(online). Right: Plan of two housing 
courtyards at Nya Bruket (Bauen und 
Wohen).
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growing skepticism of the possibilities of technological progress and 
a broader rejection of the top-down authoritarianism of technocratic 
experts.41 This counterculture was marked by the emergence of anti-
war movements, feminism, environmentalism, hippie culture, the sexual 
revolution and alternative media.42 Against the backdrop of this broad 
reaching cultural change, Steve Parnell observes that architecture was 
at a crisis point, highlighted by Charles Jencks’ famous declaration in 
1972 of the death of Modern Architecture with the demolition of two 
housing blocks at Pruitt-Igoe in St Louis,43 yet this counterculture began 
to find an architectural expression through activism, self-organisation, 
self-build activities and community resistance to large scale urban 
redevelopment projects.44

At the forefront of criticism of modernist approaches to urban renewal 
and spatial zoning was journalist and activist Jane Jacobs, who argued 
that the top-down imposition of urban plans undermined the vibrancy 
of urban communities. Lacking formal architectural training, Jacobs 
was labelled an ‘amateur’ with no right to interfere in the discipline,45 
however her book The Life and Death of Great American Cities, written 
in 1961, in which she challenged the orthodoxy of modernist city 
planning and questioned the techno-centric designs and methods 
of delivery of post war housing projects, proved widely influential in 
promoting mixed use and advocating for bottom-up modes of planning 
that were developed through close consultation with citizens.46

In a paper titled ‘Architecture’s Public’ published in 1969, Giancarlo de 
Carlo criticised the modern movement, not for its solutions, but rather 
for aligning with the power elite instead of with users arguing that; 
‘credibility disappeared when modern architecture chose the same 
public as academic or business architecture; that is, when it took an 
elite position on the side of the client rather than on the side of the 
user.’47 This paper was one among many in a growing chorus calling for 
the beneficiaries of this social architecture, the users, to have greater 
input in the decision making process of planning as well as for users to 
participate in the processes of architectural production. 

De Carlo identified the need to reconsider the relationship between the 
practice of experts, who held a dominant position in the production of 
architecture and the built environment, and the users of architecture 
who were considered to be passive consumers of architectural 
production. Instead De Carlo argued that the activities of users 
should be empowered and considered as architectural practice and 
production in their own right:

All barriers between builders and users must be abolished, 
so that building and using become two different parts 
of the same planning process. Therefore the intrinsic 
aggressiveness of architecture and the forced passivity 
of the user must dissolve in a condition of creative and 
decisional equivalence where each - with a different 
specific impact - is the architect, and every architectural 
event - regardless of who conceives it and carries it out - is 
considered architecture.48
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Furthermore, he argued that architecture was too invested in the 
concerns or political and economic authorities, leading them to sideline 
the needs of the broader population. For De Carlo, participatory 
practices offered a way to to re-empower the user, and blur the division 
between architects and builders as the active producers of the built 
environment, and users as ‘passive’ consumers.48

The discussion around participation centred on the distribution of 
power between the authorities and citizen/users. It was most clearly 
articulated in a key text by American planner Sherry Arnstein. In her 
paper ‘A Ladder of Citizen Participation’ she argued that participation 
requires involvement in decision making on a meaningful level; the 
greater the power delegated to citizens for decision making regarding 
local planning decisions the greater their level of ‘participation’ is 
seen to be. In order to identify what practices could be constituted as 
participatory she proposed 8 categories of participation, grouped into 
three themes arranged in ascending order of power distribution. At the 
bottom of her conceptual ladder, therapy and manipulation constitute 
non-participation where no power is devolved to citizens but efforts are 
made, by the authorities, to create an illusion of participation in decision 
making; next, under tokenism, strategies of informing, consultation and 
placation allow for citizens to affect decision making but in a limited and 
very partial way; finally, partnership, delegated power and citizen control 
all constitute extended devolution of power, providing meaningful 
avenues for contribution by citizens, right up to the scenario where 
citizens have complete control over the decision making process.50 
Arnstein’s formulation of participation is still regularly referred to in 
contemporary discussions regarding participation as it provides a 
framework against which participatory practices can be assessed.
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Social housing under the welfare state in Britain

These broad shifts in approaches to urban planning, architectural 
design and relationships between experts and users, emerging in 
Europe and America during the 1960s, had a particularly strong impact 
in Britain with regards to the the intervention of the state in mass 
housing provision in the post war period. The 1919 Housing and Town 
Planning Act required local councils to ascertain the need for housing 
and plan its provision, this was the first time that the state played a role 
in housing provision.51 This intervention reached a peak in the years 
following the second world war, first to replace homes destroyed during 
the war, and later to tackle widespread issues of inadequate inner city 
housing. Facilitated by the expansion of the welfare state as the primary 
housing provider, the construction of new housing was intended to 
provide a more equitable level of housing for Britain’s citizens, raising 
housing standards by providing increases in space, sanitation and 
environmental conditions. To achieve these aims new towns were 
created across the country, during the 1950s, the majority of slum 
clearance projects adopted multi storey slab or tower block solutions, 
which provided a pragmatic response to pre-established target 
densities.52

Many of these designs employed functionalist principles of modern 

FIG.33. Above: Arnstein’s Ladder of 
Participation (Sherry Arnstein).
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architecture, and were constructed with pre-fabricated elements 
brought together and assembled on site. These approaches were seen 
as attractive as they allowed for efficient land use, providing a relatively 
high density of housing and were able to be constructed relatively 
quickly. The 1950s and 60s saw many local authorities pursuing 
extensive slum clearance and the construction of mass housing 
developments, rehousing large sections of the population, by 1968 
councils in England and Wales had built 30,500 high rise units. Many 
of these projects though designed and built along modernist principles, 
were often constructed cheaply, and poorly assembled, compromised 
by developers who were willing to cut corners.53 

However by the late 1960s many of these large-scale redevelopments 
were being criticised for failing, most notably in the Ronan Point disaster 
in 1968, where a gas explosion demolished a load bearing wall, 
causing the collapse of one corner of the building.54 Consequently, 
there was a growing call for approaches to tackle rehousing in a 
different way. These critiques were supported by a number of high 
profile cases of housing developments being demolished having only 
stood for a relatively short period of time. In response a movement 
of resistance began to emerge in the 1960s as a reaction to 
conventional modes of urban planning and design, calling for a less 
technocratic approach to redevelopment. It saw architects responding 
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FIG.34. Ronan Point after the gas 
explosion (Daily Telegraph).
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to resident led protests at insensitive and state-imposed rehousing 
and redevelopment projects which broke down existing communities 
and traditional patterns of living.55 The expressed frustrations of many 
residents brought attention to a growing recognition of the need to 
retain valuable community ties and social relations, which were being 
detrimentally affected by comprehensive redevelopment, as well as 
provide space for residents to have the power to influence the planning 
process and greater consumer choice.56

According to Nick Wates and Charles Knevitt, who surveyed the 
community architecture movement in the 1980s, expert led, top-
down, policies for developing and managing the built environment, in 
particular housing, were failing due to their lack of engagement with 
local communities. Instead they argued that projects needed to build 
residents’ sense of ownership of their neighbourhood, by giving them 
the power to take up an active role on the basis that; ‘the environment 
works better if the people who live, work and play in it are actively 
involved in its creation and management’.57 The community architecture 
movement was concerned with political organisation, turning to direct 
action as opposed to representative democracy, where representatives 
were seen to be failing the individuals they had been elected to serve. 
As the movement built traction it gained government support, firstly 
in the 1968 Town and Country Planning Act that necessitated public 
discussion of planning matters,58 then in 1969 with the the publication 
of the Skeffington Report, titled People and Planning, which advocated 
support for public consultation processes and community forums to 
discuss planning projects. The report informed the adoption of further 
requirements for consultation in the subsequent Town and Country 
Planning Act of 1971.59 

In this context, the approach developed by Erskine and his team at 
Byker became an influential case study in how to address some of the 
issues of redevelopment and the failure of mass housing, by pursuing 
redevelopment in a different way, both formally in the form of the 
architecture, and socially, through the architects’ participatory practices 
and permanent presence on the redevelopment site.
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Byker as transition, the redevelopment process

The Byker redevelopment marks this transition period between the 
late influences of orthodox modernism and the emergence of a 
participatory approach to planning and design. Initially intended to 
be redeveloped with numerous tower blocks, as other areas of the 
city such as Cruddas Park in the west end of Newcastle had been, a 
change in political leadership allowed Erskine to employ this different 
approach that responded to the architectural and social critiques of 
modernism. 

During the 1800s the village of Byker sat alone on a hill east of 
Newcastle upon Tyne overlooking the river until rapid industrial growth 
along the banks of the river in the 1900s saw the construction of rows 
of terraced houses which engulfed the village. The majority of these 
properties were Tyneside Flats, a typology of two-storey terraced house 
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that is comprised of a ground floor flat with a flat above on the first 
floor, marked by their double front doors on the ground floor.60 With this 
growth came the development of an almost homogeneous working 
class community of skilled shipbuilders and industrial workers.61

Finnish photographer Sirkka-Liisa Konttinen moved to Byker from 
London in 1968, shortly before redevelopment began, to document 
the working class community. She lived in a flat for 7 years before it 
too was demolished to make way for new housing. During her stay, 
Konttinen captured the impact of the demolition and redevelopment 
physically and on the social fabric of the estate. Experiencing both 
the impoverishment and communality of the old terraces, fostered 
by the largely homogeneous working class community, her images 
give us an insight into the life of the time; neighbours chatting on the 
doorstep, children playing in the backyard, a multitude of small shops 
frequented by workers on their return from local shipyards, as well as 
intimate portraits of individual residents. In 1983 she published Byker, 
a photographic account of her time in the estate, and in it recalls 
her feeling of becoming at home in the community and in turn being 
accepted by it: 

One way or another I had grown to be a part of my street, 
and the community. It had been my first own home, 
and a real home for me... My final, and most treasured, 
compliment arrived in the post, months after I had moved 
away. It read: “Not only did you immortalise Byker, and its 
many famous characters - You were one of them”.62

The strength of community was also experienced by resident Janet 
Carter, who spent her childhood in Byker, and recollected the 
enthusiasm for street parties at significant moments, the experience 
of playing games out in the street at a time when cars were scarce 
- particularly sledging down the steep streets during the winter - and 
borrowing neighbours keys that would also fit her own front door when 
the need arose.63
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FIG.35-38. Opposite Page: Cruddas 
Park tower blocks in the West End of 
Newcastle upon Tyne (Jim Pickett). 
Top: Tyneside flats on Clydesdale 
Road (Sirkka-Liisa Konttinen). Middle: 
Kendal Street in the snow (Sirkka-Liisa 
Konttinen). Bottom: A ‘swap shop’ on 
Raby Street, Old Byker’s main shopping 
street (Sirkka-Liisa Konttinen).
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The Byker redevelopment was the last of the large social housing 
projects of the welfare state, and was designed to replace the arguably 
ailing stock of workers’ housing designated by the local council as a 
slum. In the early 1960s charismatic and now infamous labour politician 
T. Dan Smith unveiled his plan to develop Newcastle as a regional 
capital in conjunction with Chief Planning Officer Wilfred Burns. Having 
pleaded guilty to corruption charges in 1974 - for receiving large 
bribes from local architect and contractor John Poulsen to adopt their 
schemes for local housing - Smith was to become a symbol of the 
dodgy workmanship that became associated with the construction of 
local authority housing during the 1960s.64

Smith’s vision was for a ‘Brasilia of the North’ involving an extensive 
re-design of the city centre as well as a rolling programme of 
redevelopment of areas of the city suffering from overcrowding and 
unsanitary housing conditions. Though small scale redevelopment 
had been proposed as early as the 1950s,65 leaving many residents 
in a long-term position of uncertainty regarding future plans, under 
Smith’s leadership Byker was earmarked for wholesale demolition and 
guidelines for redevelopment drawn up by the planning department.66 
Though he did not commission Erskine, Smith maintained a claim for 
Byker as his own, and greatest, achievement in housing.67

As Colin Amery records ‘comprehensive redevelopment was decided 
upon as the only way to bring lasting physical improvements to an area 
that lacked little in social cohesion’.68 This opinion was supported by 
local residents, an independent survey undertaken in 1968 found that 
80% of residents were in favour of total demolition and reconstruction,69 
however as Sarah Glynn notes, that such surveys are influenced as 

FIG.39+40. Right: City Council photo in 
support of Compulsory Purchase Order 
of housing in Thornbrough Street in 
Byker (Newcastle City Library). Below: T. 
Dan Smith overseeing a ‘slum clearance’ 
project in Newcastle (online).
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much by the questions asked as the opinion of those responding,70 
while Konttinen argued that much of the housing stock was structurally 
sound and liked my many of the inhabitants.71 The Local Authority 
architects were responsible for drawing up a scheme which, like other 
areas of the city primarily consisted of point blocks in a modernist 
idiom. Common practice at the time was to displace residents of one 
area of the city to another, where new housing had been completed, 
before demolishing the newly vacated properties and rebuilding, ready 
to receive residents relocated from another area of the city. A strip of 
land to the north of Byker was cleared in preparation for a motorway 
bypass to be constructed, however before any other work could be 
progressed there was a change of leadership as a conservative council 
took power in 1967. Voted in on a platform of local rehousing, the new 
leader of the council, Arthur Grey, was keen to be seen to support 
emerging ideas of resident participation within planning, but also 
considered Byker to be a prestige project, an idea which lead him to 
look for an international architect.72 

Erskine’s connection to the Byker estate started in Cambridge where 
he designed a small housing development on the outskirts of the city. 
He also realised designs for postgraduate housing for Clare College at 
Cambridge University.73 This housing was never realised, a result which 
prompted Erskine to look beyond the home counties to the north of 
England to secure further design work within the England.74 In 1967 he 
won a competition to design housing on a lakeside plot at Killingworth, 
a new town north of Newcastle upon Tyne.75 The contractors on the 
Killingworth project were a Newcastle based firm called Stanley Millers, 
who’s director had good contacts with the Grey in the council, and 
suggested to him that Erskine would be a good candidate to design 
the Byker project.76 Erskine also recalls that there were strong links 
between Newcastle and Scandinavia, and affection for Scandinavian 
design at the time.77 As a British born architect who had worked 
extensively in Sweden, with a track record of designing sensitive 
housing projects while involving residents in the process, Erskine was 
in a strong position.78 Grey approached Erskine and asked whether he 
would take the job, to which Erskine replied that that he wanted time to 
discuss the project with the local residents of Byker. Aided by his eldest 
daughter Jane and a colleague from his Swedish office Arne Nilsson, 
both of whom lived in Byker during this period, Erskine spent a month 
chatting with residents as to their desires for the redevelopment.79 It 
became apparent that single family housing was generally preferred 
over tower blocks and this desire became a key driver in the design 
of the new estate. Erskine accepted the commission in 1968 and set 
about reappraising the city architect’s plans for the estate. 

Erskine recognised that while much of the housing stock was 
substandard, there were strong social ties between residents that 
created an attachment to local community and a strong sense of place 
and subsequently recorded his intent to ‘rehouse those already resident 
in Byker without breaking family ties and other valued associations 
or patterns of life’.80 In order to achieve this aim Erskine proposed a 
phased approach to the redevelopment, limiting housing demolition to 
a maximum of 250 houses at a time instead of the 1000-1500 that had 
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FIG.41+42. Top: Proposed roads and 
routes for Erskine’s new masterplan 
(Ralph Erskine). Below: Final proposed 
masterplan for Byker (Ralph Erskine).

FIG.43-45. Opposite Page Top: Sketch 
of proposals for Raby Street (Ralph 
Erskine). Middle: Drawing of new houses 
around Erskine’s office (Ralph Erskine). 
Bottom: Early sketch of the Byker wall 
as a barrier to the motorway that was 
proposed (Ralph Erskine).
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been intended by the city architects.81 The first phase of the project 
was the construction of the Wall which was started on land that had 
already been cleared in 1966 to incorporate a motorway linking the 
east of Newcastle to the city centre.82 

Erskine stated his intention to create a situation where the community 
was able to express its needs, desires and feelings as a part of the 
planning process, an activity which he felt needed encouragement due 
to political passivity and a lack of strong local leadership, arguing that:

It is not enough that people are informed of our plans and 
given the chance to respond to them. It should be a much 
more fundamental participation, in which the community, 
however inarticulate, can express its needs, desires and 
feelings as a positive stage in the planning process, and 
observe that their thought and articulation leads to real and 
meaningful changes in the plans, participation must be real 
- not symbolic.83

Central to achieving this aim was the establishment of an on-site 
office in a local undertaker’s shop where the architects worked for the 
duration of the project. Erskine formed a partnership with local architect 
Vernon Gracie, who moved into the flat above the shop with his wife. 
The Gracies even lived there for long enough to qualify for a new 
house when the rebuilding was complete.84 Peter Malpass claimed 
that ‘the office represented an unusually thorough attempt by architects 
to immerse themselves in the culture of a particular set of clients,’85 
while Colin Amery, in his critique for the Architectural Review, likened 
the office to a GP’s surgery, operating an open door policy for local 
residents to casually drop in and express their needs and problems, 
some of which could be resolved by the architects while others 
were referred on to the relevant agency.86 Mike Drage recalls that the 
architects’ sense of social engagement meant that they increasingly 
stepped beyond their professional remit, resulting in them contributing 
socially to the life and occupation of the area.87 Vernon Gracie’s wife 
Caroline, a sociologist, noted that their position on site allowed them 
to tailor their programme to ‘alleviate social distress’ particularly in 
the cases of certain individuals who were struggling with distressing 
conditions brought about due to the clearances.88 The rolling 
programme of demolition and rehousing was exacerbated by labour 
strikes in the mid 1970s that impacted the programme of rehousing, 
this resulted in some residents living in half demolished terraces, 
vulnerable to vandalism.89 She also recorded that the situation of the 
office resulted in an overlapping of roles not traditionally associated with 
an architect’s work, and that this approach resulted in lower pay and 
longer hours when compared to Local Authority architects.90

Not only did the position of the office increase the architects ability 
to respond to social issues arising from the development, it also led 
them to become embroiled in political conflicts and power struggles 
which were played out across the site. Tom Collins House, a sheltered 
housing block that forms the tallest element of the wall, was named 
after the labour politician who succeeded Arthur Grey in 1973, in 

81. Erskine, R., 1976. Summary of 
Architectural and Planning Aspects of the 
Byker Redevelopment. Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Ralph Erskines Arkitektkontor AD.

82. Ralph Erskine’s Arkitektkontor AB., 1974. 
Urban Redevelopment: The Byker Experience. 
Housing Review, Nov-Dec 1974, pg.150.

84. Towers, G., 1995. Building Democracy: 
Community Architecture in the Inner Cities. 
London: UCL Press. pg.51.

85. Malpass, P., 1979. A Reappraisal of Byker. 
Part 1: Magic, Myth and the Architect. The 
Architects’ Journal, 169(19), (09 May 1979), 
pp.961-969.

86. Amery, C., 1974. Byker by Erskine. 
Architectural Review, 934, pp. 346-362.

87. Drage, M., 2013. Byker Lives Oral History 
Interview with Mike Drage. Interviewed by 
James Longfield. Byker, 24 January 2013.

88. Gracie, C., 1976. Housing Brief for 
Architects: The Changing Role of the Architect. 
Newcastle upon Tyne: Ralph Erskines 
Arkitektkontor AD. pg 1.

89. Hills, T., 1974. The Social Consequences 
of Redevelopment. Newcastle: Newcastle City 
Council.

90. Gracie, C., 1976. Housing Brief for 
Architects: The Changing Role of the Architect. 
Newcastle upon Tyne: Ralph Erskines 
Arkitektkontor AD. pg 1.

83. Erskine, R., 1977. Participating in Byker. 
In: B. Goldstein, ed. 1977. Architecture: 
Opportunities, Achievements. A report on the 
annual conference of the Royal Institute of 
British Architects held at the University of Hull, 
14 - 17 July 1976. London: RIBA Publications.  
pg.74.



71

an attempt to appease him after he strongly resisted the ongoing 
redevelopment through various channels.91 At another point delays 
to the programme led the architects to lobby the council on behalf of 
the residents to secure six month forward allocation of housing so that 
residents could anticipate where they would be living and who their 
neighbours would be. Here Vernon Gracie’s position as a resident 
played a role in galvanising other residents to call for action:

The member of our office who lives in the flat above, 
partly as resident, partly as architect, helped canvass 
other residents and arranged meetings and involved the 
Community Development Office.92

Gracie also records they received political backlash from local 
councillors who felt that the architects’ proximity to residents was 
undermining their position as elected representatives.93

The primary means of resident involvement in the design process was 
realised in the first section of housing to be constructed. A 46 home 
pilot scheme called Janet Square was designed for a vacant plot of 
land to the south of Byker. Erskine and his team spent many hours in 
consultation with the families who had volunteered to be involved.94 
This included discussions and questionnaires on design elements 
ranging from the form of layout to the height of surfaces and positions 
of plugs, and material finishes.95 Though this approach was not 
extended to the rest of the redevelopment, the pilot scheme informed 
the subsequent housing design and revealed some important issues 
that were incorporated into later designs. These included, the need 
to specify more insulation between houses than was demanded by 
building regulations due to unwanted sound transference between 
adjacent properties, a preference on behalf of the residents for lighter 
coloured bricks, and the need for lower fences between properties 
to allow for greater sociability.96 In the months after its completion, 
the houses at Janet Square suffered from delays 97 and a number of 
significant design defects, including the roof blowing off during a strong 
winter storm.98 This led Erskine to write in his review of the process, 
that where a pilot scheme is developed money should be set aside 
for addressing necessary alterations might arise from the experimental 
nature of such a scheme.99

When we talk about participation in the context of Byker we need to be 
clear that beyond the involvement of residents in the pilot scheme, it 
did not amount to co-design, that is a process of design where users 
take up an active role in the design process, as opposed to methods 
which encourage users’ input into the brief. The aesthetic style is 
clearly Erskine’s, as is easily observed by comparison to many of his 
Scandinavian schemes, and it was an idiom which his colleagues 
embraced and replicated. Beyond the scheme at Janet Square there 
were no further opportunities for residents to directly contribute to the 
design of their homes. Participation at Byker was seen to occur initially 
through the involvement of residents in decision making regarding the 
overall principles of the estate, the preference of their needs over the 
intentions of the council and responding to their desires, such as for 
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FIG.46-50. Below: Erskine’s office (Mike 
Drage). Right: Photos of Janet Square 
shortly after completion (Newcastle City 
Library).
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FIG.51+52. Top: Kendal area of Byker 
under construction, in the background 
the completed wall sits adjacent to 
yet to be demolished terraced housing 
(Newcastle City Library). Above: A 
partially demolished terrace next to 
completed housing (Newcastle City 
Library).
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FIG.53+54. Top: Two kids walking down 
Raby Street (Richard Blosse). Above: The 
partially complete shops at Raby Cross, 
intended to replace the old shops of 
Raby Street. Residents experienced the 
uncomfortable conditions of demolition 
and construction made for nearly 10 
years (Richard Blosse).
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FIG.55+56. Top: The completed wall 
adjacent to demolished housing 
(Newcastle City Library). Above: 
Residents walk through Rabygate 
in the wall, at the top of Raby Street 
(Newcastle City Library).
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FIG.57+58. Top: The inner face of the 
Byker wall (Newcastle City Library). 
Above: An elderly man in a shared public 
space between houses at Norfolk 
Square (Newcastle City Library).
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FIG.59+60. Top: The external face of 
the Byker wall, facing extensive car 
parking (Newcastle City Library). Above: 
Residents in a living room in the Byker 
wall (Bill Toomey).
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FIG.61+62. Right: A completed kitchen in 
the Byker wall, furnished with mod-
cons and conveniences (Bill Toomey). 
Below: Kendal Street with the wall in the 
background (JR James).
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the provision of low-rise housing and the retention of valued community 
assets. Later in the project, the provision of information and a channel 
for communication between residents and the council maintained a 
level of self-determination for residents to choose where and when to 
be rehoused. Given Erskine’s initial aspiration for participation as the 
delegation of power for local decision making, participation in these 
terms was highly limited. There is no doubt that the process undertaken 
at Byker demonstrated a very different approach to wholesale 
redevelopment, the strength of which, according to Sarah Glynn, lay in 
the development of a rich and well researched brief which responded 
to the desires of local residents,100 thanks in part to Erskine’s intention 
to prioritise the needs of residents, who he considered as ‘user clients’ 
over the demands of the ‘sponsor client’, in this case the council, as 
well as the architects’ proximity to residents in their on-site office, and 
their openness to resident input which this position allowed. However, 
while there were a number of forward thinking and cross-organisational 
approaches to the demolition, planning and delivery of the houses, 
Peter Malpass questioned whether these approaches actually delivered 
the ‘real participation’ which Erskine intended.

Malpass emphasised the need for the relinquishing of power by the 
predominant power holder, in Byker this was the Local Authority, in 
order to archive effective participation. In the case of Byker he argued 
that participation did not involve power delegated to residents for 
decision making. Though a process of consultation was initiated by 
the local authority, it was employed as a way for councillors to manage 
opinion and generate consensus. A ‘liaison committee’, setup to 
give residents the opportunity to have contact with local councillors 
and air grievances, had no official status or delegated powers,101 
as a result the intentions of the architects were undermined by the 
council, and though their presence on site gave the impression of an 
alternative approach, the real power remained with the policy makers 
in the civic centre.102 One of the primary reasons for the tokenism of 
participation was that the council remained fundamentally committed 
to comprehensive redevelopment, and only secondly to committed 
to a community-based approach, as such the altered approach was 
an addition to soften an already pre-determined course of action, 
made apparent by the demolition of houses prior to the involvement of 
Erskine.103

Malpass’ view of the lack of meaningful participation was echoed by 
Community Development Officer, Tony Hills, in his overview of the 
redevelopment approach, in which he declared:

What is happening in Byker is largely an example of an 
intractable social and technical problem being handled 
by a Local Authority and other professionals with a lot of 
sensitivity and concern. At various stages people have 
been consulted about possible changes, and at others 
the expressed wishes of local people have been allowed 
to modify policy and practice. All this is admirable and in 
many ways successful, but it is not participation.104
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The approach taken to the project by Erskine, and the work of the 
architects during the project, significantly softened the social impact 
of redevelopment, and took steps towards the retention of social ties, 
however broadly speaking the process did not constitute participation. 
In the end Gracie considered their work to have ‘made a modest 
advance in humanising the process of redevelopment.’105
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Byker’s influence on contemporaneous community architecture practices

Though participatory practices were limited at Byker, its approach of 
attempting to involve users and its embrace of low-rise housing forms 
became influential in the growing community architecture movement in 
Britain. The intentions of this movement saw participation as a means 
to empower users to participate the production of the built environment 
and secure greater self-determination in the spaces they would inhabit. 
These aims were explored and realised through a variety of practices 
that pioneered novel means of building deign and delivery, deployed 
across a range of scales, from neighbourhood planning to self-build 
and DIY techniques, activism to architectural critique and pedagogy. 

Just as Erskine was beginning to realise his altered visions for Byker, 
a significant, but very different approach to redevelopment was being 
undertaken by a group of residents at Black Road in Mansfield, led by 
another architect-resident; Rod Hackney. In 1971, fresh from working 
in the offices of Danish architect Arne Jacobsen, Hackney moved 
to Manchester to write a Ph.D on Jacobsen’s work, and purchased 
a house in Black Road, an area which had long been scheduled 
for demolition and wholesale redevelopment. Catalysed by a refusal 
on the part of the council to consider improvements to the housing, 
Hackney galvanised other residents, establishing a group which 
resisted the council’s plans, and pushed for refurbishment. By 1973 
they had successfully persuaded the council, largely on the basis of 
the reduced cost of refurbishment over rehousing, and began the 
process of upgrading their homes. Dramatic rises in labour rates in 
the building industry transformed the project into a primarily self-build 
scheme, to keep costs within the initial estimates and grant funding, 
with residents undertaking the majority of the building work themselves. 
Hackney acknowledges that his expertise as an architect, particularly 
his understanding of planning policy, enabled him to tackle the 
bureaucratic processes employed by the local authority, officialdom 
which Hackney’s fellow residents had previously felt disempowered 
to challenge.106 Hackney went on to be a leading proponent of the 
community architecture approach through his projects, including a 
number of community led housing refurbishment projects, each with a 
resident architect, or community architect, who was effectively ‘on call’ 
24/7 to lead the project. Later his position of President of the Royal 
Institute of British Architects (RIBA) between 1987 and 1989, helped 
the movement gain further traction, particularly in altering planning 
policy. 

Hackney’s approach at Black Road echoed a growing movement 
for advocacy planning as a public service. In the late 1970s a series 
of Community Technical Aid Centres (CTACs) were established to 
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operate as local advisory offices, supporting communities resisting 
redevelopment by providing residents with advice on architecture, 
planning, social organisation, engineering, activism, financial planning 
and more.107 Recognising a need to resist the expertise of technocratic 
bureaucrats, CTACs provided non-experts with access to expertise 
and professional advice. A notable example is that of Matrix Feminist 
Architectural Co-operative, established to offer a design service 
specifically for women, and develop approaches to design that 
incorporate the often overlooked issues regarding women’s occupation 
of space. Expanding to advocate more broadly for the needs of other 
marginalised groups, Matrix challenged the male dominance of the 
profession and the man-centred orientation of the built environment.108

As encountered by the CTACs, one of the primary barriers in involving 
users in the provision of housing was a barrier of expertise held 
by professionals that prevented, or limited, the scope of resident 
involvement in decision making. In addition to advocacy planning, a 
number of architects and designers developed a range of participatory 
approaches by as means to address this expertise gap.109

One approach was to develop building systems that were simple 
to design, construct and adapt, intending to shift power to the user 
through enabling construction. Perhaps most notable is the work 
of Walter Segal, who developed a construction system that used a 
modular but flexible timber construction set out on regular grid layouts, 
allowing for adaptions and extensions. The designs also aimed to 
minimise the size of elements, complexity of joints and the number 
of tools necessary for construction, further simplifying the process 
of producing a building. His system encouraged users to take direct 
control of the design and construction of their own dwellings.110 
Blundell-Jones observes that Segal’s work was viewed by some 
architects as unprofessional as it challenged the division between 
architects and users in the production of architecture:

Frequent claims by fellow professionals that Segal’s work 
was ‘not really architecture’ reflected this violation of implicit 
codes of purity and professional good behaviour to indulge 
in what they could only regard as ‘dirty architecture’.111

The principles of self-determination behind Segal’s methods were 
echoed by architect John Turner, who drew inspiration from vernacular 
forms of housing provision and informal housing settlements across 
the world. Turner argued that in the context of housing, satisfaction 
was not simply achieved through the provision of standards, but also 
by allowing people control over their own dwellings. Participation 
as ‘dweller control’ was proposed by Turner as a way of ensuring 
that users had greater determination in the design, construction or 
management of their own homes. He argued that this would lead to 
greater satisfaction in housing provision, and provide users with further 
self-determination.112

Another approach was the construction of supportive structure 
with flexible layouts that allowed for the alteration or self-adaption of 
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buildings in order to better meet users needs. John Habraken observed 
that while participation through consultation allows users to have 
their say, often the architect makes a final decision, and as such this 
participation remains within the realm of their expertise and therefore 
power.113 Instead, Habraken suggested an approach to architecture 
that considered, and made space for, the future contributions of users 
in the individualisation of their own dwellings, promoting the provision 
of supports, structural and social, that would provide a firm yet flexible 
framework to achieve this.114

A number of architects adopted this method of separating the structure 
and ‘infill’ in order to allow for customisation, including Lucien Kroll in 
his co-designed Maison Médicale student hostel at the University of 
Louvain in Brussels, Peter Sulzer and Peter Hüber’s self-built Bauhäusle 
student housing project at the Technical University in Stuttgart, 
and Hüber’s 1993 competition entry for the Gelsenkirchen school 
that described a process rather than prescribing a finished building 
design. Designed in close collaboration with local school children it 
was realised in 2004.115 In a similar fashion, in his ‘diagoon dwellings’, 
built in 1971, Herman Hertzberger deliberately left elements of the 
building unfinished, with an undefined plan that could be altered by the 
occupants to suit their particular needs.116

The proximity of the architects to the end users of their designs at 
Byker, as well as their presence as residents, may also have been in 
the mind of Jim Richards, editor of the Architectural Review journal 
between 1937-1971, when he argued in 1972 that there was a 
dangerous gap between the profession of architecture and the public, 
which had led to the public mistrust of architects: 

the architect… is far too remote from the users of his 
buildings… He’s cut off from the people who are going to 
live in his housing projects, work in his office developments 
and teach or be taught in his schools. As a result, the 
public misunderstands and often mistrusts him.117

In order to develop within the architect a sense of social responsibility 
for their locality, and a close relationship between the architect and 
user, Richards argued for the provision of architectural expertise at a 
local level. Richards’ view was that an architect should operate like 
a GP, which echoing Andrew Saint’s observation that the architects 
at Byker ‘acted not just as designers but also as unpaid GPs’.118 
According to Steven Parnell, Richards advocated that ‘architects 
should ideally live where they practice and take responsibility for the 
design of their local environment, at the scale of a group of streets. 
Architects would therefore becomes acquainted with the area in which 
they live, its problems and possibilities. Long term relationships would 
be built, architects would become involved in policy making as well as 
implementation, and ultimately be accountable to the local community 
for both their successes and failures’.119 Participatory practices would 
be deployed in this context, in order to develop an ownership of 
designs by local residents. 
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Erskine also drew inspiration of the so called ‘barefoot architects’, 
practicing architects who took up residence in informal settlements to 
provide advice to people on building and upgrading their homes, the 
concept of barefoot architecture intersects with forms of vernacular and 
non-expert design and construction. Though perhaps more informal 
and radical, these practices were likened to the ‘community architect’ 
role played by Erskine and Hackney by Wates and Knevitt,120 a way of 
delivering community architecture. Though Erskine’s formal approach 
was very different from the operation of barefoot architects, it underlines 
his value for the organic approach of individuals creating architecture for 
themselves.121 At the other end of the spectrum of individuals meeting 
their own housing needs, a number of housing co-operatives were 
launched across the country during the 1970s, providing another way 
for residents to hold greater sway over the development of housing 
projects.122

The barefoot movement, and Jim Richards’ proposition for the future of 
the profession represent a particular means for architects to address 
the division between themselves and users by taking up positions as 
residents, establishing a personal connection to public issues of the 
formation and use of the built environment. This approach played a key 
role in realising a participatory approach to redevelopment at Byker.
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Byker since 1980

The Byker redevelopment was never fully completed to the intended 
masterplan. The final two phases to the south of the estate, though 
designed, were not realised due to the abrupt halt of funding available 
to local authorities to construct council housing, a policy adopted by 
Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government in 1979. In the end, 
2010 of the intended 2400 houses were completed.123

Byker initially won a number of awards and was hailed as a successful 
example of housing redevelopment, nationally and internationally. The 
number of visitors looking around the redevelopment led the local 
Byker Phoenix to call for a ‘Byker Tourist Board’ to run tours and sell 
merchandise in order to benefit from all the ‘day trippers’.124 Satisfaction 
amongst residents was reported to be high,125 public space were 
well used and gardens tended and maintained, leading Byker to 
receive an award for ‘best kept village’ in the national Britain in Bloom 
competition,126 while architecture critic Peter Buchanan hailed it as a 
place ‘not only designed for a community but as a community’.127

As noted previously, the housing at Byker was primarily built for a 
working class community, with a relatively homogenous demographic, 
which was quite tight knit, like other industrial communities around 
the country. However, shortly after the redevelopment’s premature 
completion, broader economic forces came to bear on these vital 
industries, threatening the foundations of Byker’s livelihood. Philip 
Roberts observed that ‘it would appear… as though Erskine had 
attempted to construct an industrial community in what was to quickly 
become a post-industrial city’.128 During the 1980s, transnational trade 
grew under the leadership of Thatcher, the shipbuilding and other 
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marine industries on the Tyne came under competition from imports 
from around the globe, work moved abroad and the last ships built on 
the Tyne ran a loss. The closure of the shipyards and collapse of other 
industries on the Tyne and around the region had a major impact on 
the working class community which was highly dependent on industrial 
employment, leading to a dramatic rise in unemployment, reported to 
be 30% in 1985-86, and at 27% in the mid 1990s. With these hight 
levels of unemployment through the 1990s, the area saw an increase 
in social problems, drug and alcohol use, and with it rising levels of 
crime, youth alienation, underachievement in education and disorder.129 

Funding for maintenance of homes and public spaces was irregular 
and insufficient, and the estate took on a run-down appearance, 
leading it to be featured in the ‘Architectural Review’s’ regular ‘outrage’ 
feature, which lamented its empty planters, vandalised and closed 
shops, abundance of litter and collapse of community spirit.130 Through 
repeated visits during the 1990s and into the early 2000s, architect 
and urban designer Robin Abrams observed the declining physical 
condition and loss of social neighbourliness of the redevelopment from 
its early days. She observed the failure of the local shopping precinct, 
under-tenured in the 90s and completely abandoned by 2001. 
Instances of vandalism, graffiti and litter provided marks of managerial 
neglect and resident indifference, more severe in the properties to the 
south of the estate. Perhaps most damaging, according to Abrams, 
was the increasing property vacancy rate, marked by boarded up 
windows and doors, which left residents feeling vulnerable.131 By 
2002 sections of Byker suffered from high vacancy rates, in one 
case of 20%.132 Somewhat contentiously and with little consultation 
with residents, a large number of prominent security cameras were 
installed across the estate, and in the wall, during the 2000s to try to 
tackle issues of crime and anti-social behaviour.133 During the 1990s, 
residents reported increasing polarisation between long term Byker 
residents and new social tenants, increases in both crime and the fear 
of crime and a loss of neighbourliness, characterised by higher fences 
and drawn curtains. As a result, residents who were financially better off 
began to aspire to move out of Byker.134

The priority given to the pedestrian in its design made it difficult for 
a police car to pursue someone through Byker, and so the organic 
layout was seen to encourage crime,135 as was the vegetation which, 
un-managed had become overgrown, until it was cut back heavily in 
the late 90s, resulting in a dramatic decrease in the variety of planting 
around the redevelopment.136 In addition, much of the original play 
equipment, including sandpits, climbing frames and table tennis 
tables either degraded or were removed to prevent teenagers lingering 
outside peoples’ houses leaving a much reduced provision for children 
in the area. ‘No Ball Games’ signs are present in many of the public 
spaces, but are regularly ignored and the public spaces in general 
remain well used, particularly during the summer months when they are 
well populated by residents chatting, sunbathing, playing games and 
cooking barbecues. 

Having moved away during the redevelopment, photographer Sirkka-
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Liisa Konttinen returned to visit Byker in the early 2000s, where she 
spent a number of months taking portraits of current residents and 
recording stories of present day life in Byker. These photos and 
recorded conversations, published in her book Byker Revisited, offer 
a counterpoint to the photos and recollections of her first book Byker, 
and strikingly documents the changing nature and demographics of the 
community.137 In the intervening period Byker has become home to a 
much broader range of ethnicities, with the percentage of white British 
residents dropping from 93% to 85% between 2001-2011,138 due in 
part to the councils policy of housing asylum seekers in the area, under 
the governments dispersal programme in the early 2000s, many of 
whom have formed a thriving cultural community, largely focussed on 
the southern part of the estate. Families from Africa, Eastern Europe 
and the Middle East all contribute to a growing mix of residents from 
varying social and economic backgrounds.139

The right-to-buy policy was introduced in the Housing Act of 1980 by 
Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government, allowing council house 
tenants to purchase their property at a reduction from its market value, 
and the popularity of the policy led to a decrease in the amount of 
council housing nationally. During the 1950s and 60s while the Local 
Authority were the primary housing provider a broader cross section of 
society lived in council owned homes. Today it is better understood as 
social housing, which, due to dwindling stocks, is largely reserved for 
people who need housing support, those on low incomes, or benefits, 
with social or health problems, widening the gap between them and 
home owners.140 The social issues and maintenance struggles ensured 
that the number of residents purchasing their houses through the 
‘right-to-buy’ legislation introduced in 1980 was limited. Though some 
of the housing has been bought in the intervening years, just under 
90% remains as social housing.141 The counter-intuitive result of recent 
upgrades, such as new roofing and insulation and double glazing, is 
that many of the ‘privately’ owned houses are in poorer condition than 
those owned by the BCT, prior to investment rented homes suffered 
from lack of maintenance and distant management, a situation that 
became exacerbated in certain locations. 

The erosion of community cohesion during the 1990s was manifested 
particularly acutely at Bolam Coyne, a distinct collection of houses and 
flats to the south of the redevelopment which forms a sort of ‘mini-
Wall’, a single block that encapsulates the broader spatial principles 
underpinning Byker’s design. It was particularly mismanaged with too 
many people with social problems living in close proximity, causing the 
building to suffer from vandalism and neglect on behalf of the housing 
department which was meant to be maintaining it.142 In 2000 it was 
emptied and fenced off before being left vacant for 10 years. Eventually 
demolition was proposed by the council, which was opposed by a 
determined group of residents, led by Peter Fauset, an architecture 
lecturer at Northumbria University, and Colin Dilks, a resident activist, 
who began to pursue the possibility of heritage listing to protect it. A 
protracted process culminated in the whole redevelopment receiving 
Grade II* heritage listing in 2007.143
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In 2004 the management of Byker was outsourced to an ‘arms length 
management organisation’ called Your Homes Newcastle (YHN) which 
manages the majority of Newcastle’s social housing.144 Subsequently, 
in 2005 the houses were upgraded with new doors, double glazed 
windows and additional roof insulation, to meet the Decent Homes 
Standard, a nationwide standard for social housing upgrades 
introduced in 2001.145 This program was not extended to include the 
Wall, but did see a brighter range of painted colours added to the 
housing, replacing the more muted red, green, blue and brown timber 
stains which had been employed in the initial construction.

While the listing decision secured Byker’s future from demolition, it 
also had a knock on impact on maintenance costs, any improvements 
or changes now require planning permission, and many of the 
construction elements have been specified by English Heritage 
to match the existing or original details. These significant changes 
initiated a set of discussions about the future management of the 
redevelopment. The local authority was clear that it was unable to 
guarantee the investment necessary, and an initial Private Finance 
Initiative (PFI) bid was put together to try and attract a private finance 
partner to take on the project, however this failed, and talk turned to 
the creation of a ‘community land trust’.146 In 2011 Byker residents 
voted ‘yes’ to the establishment of the Byker Community Trust (BCT), 
a community land trust to whom the ownership of the estate was 
transferred in July 2012. The creation of the BCT opened up the 
possibility of securing bank loans for upgrades, which were unavailable 
to the local authority. This was perhaps the most crucial issue of 
the bid which promoted the shift. The Backing Byker Official Offer 
Document highlighted the prospect of up to 70 million pounds worth 
of investment over the next 30 years through the BCT, as opposed to 
no investment, or increase beyond the current level of funding provided 
by the council.147 The BCT is made up of a 11 person board which 
consists of 4 residents, 4 independent advisors, 2 local authority 
representatives and a single co-opted member. The BCT board meets 
on a monthly basis, while the day to day management is handled by a 
team of six staff members, only one of whom is, or has been, a Byker 
resident. YHN remain contracted to manage and maintain the day to 
day running of the housing, while the council’s environmental team 
maintain the public spaces. Upon its establishment, Peter Roberts, 
independent chair of the Byker Investment Task Group, claimed that 
the BCT would provide residents greater ownership of their area, 
‘Byker people delivering a future for Byker’, allowing Byker residents 
to be more involved in decision making about the management of 
their homes.148 This intention has primarily been achieved through the 
presence of the 4 resident board members, and the promotion of a 
participatory budget, to which resident groups can apply for funding 
for local projects, however long standing antipathy regarding the 
effectiveness of resident involvement remains, as recorded by David 
Jones, head of community engagement at the BCT. In this context, 
the BCT’s approach to participation and community engagement has 
tended to take on a customer service tone, echoing a broader New 
Labour prioritisation of service delivery measured through targets, with 
residents encouraged to ‘make your views known’, or ‘have your say’, in 
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FIG.66-69. Photographs of residents 
in Byker from Sirkka-Liisa Konttinen’s 
book Byker Revisited (Sirkka-Liisa 
Konttinen).
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FIG.70-76. Above: Photos of Bolam 
Coyne in a state of dereliction, its 
extensive state of disrepair led to calls 
for its demolition which catalysed a 
process that led to the listing of the 
entire Byker redevelopment in 2007 
(Andy McDermott). Right: Bolam Coyne 
courtyard (The Architects’ Journal).
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FIG.77. In 2010 Bolam Coyne was 
extensively refurbished.



92

order to improve the standard of service delivered by the BCT, and by 
extension YHN. The establishment of the BCT, and transfer of housing 
ownership from the Council, is a significant move however, at a time 
when other key council housing developments contemporaneous 
to Byker, such as Park Hill in Sheffield, are being sold off to private 
developers, leading to further reductions in the amount of social or 
‘affordable’ housing units available to those on a low income.149

While the formation of the BCT has secured new investment in 
upgrades to the housing, this programme remains vulnerable to the 
impacts of recent austerity programmes introduced and overseen by 
the Conservative government.150 Improvements are contingent on rent 
payments, and austerity, along with the much maligned ‘bedroom tax’ 
on benefit claimants’ spare bedrooms, has led to rent arrears which in 
turn has caused delays to the rolling programme of refurbishments.151

Though many of the anti-social issues have been addressed over 
the past 10 years, Byker remains an area that many residents aspire 
to leave, given the financial opportunity. However, recently there has 
been a gradual increase in the number of young residents employed in 
creative industries in the Ouseburn Valley. Once an industrial quarter, 
Ouseburn has increasingly been refurbished as an arts district. Drawn 
by a mixture of appreciation for Byker’s unique spaces and history, 
as well as its relatively low rents, these new residents, of which my 
wife and I could also be classed, represent a potential gentrifying 
movement, that may challenge the exclusively social tenant make up of 
BCT owned properties.

Though the social make up has changed dramatically, Byker exudes a 
warm yet wary sociability, resident views on the merits and problems of 
the redevelopment remain resolutely split, however the condition of the 
estate has improved significantly with almost all properties occupied.152 
Our own experience of living in Byker has been initial trepidation, based 
on a reputation beyond the Byker wall for being a relatively dangerous 
place to live, which has given way to a comfort with the neighbourliness 
and the honest sociability, fostered to a certain extend by the close-knit 
density of the housing and the external public spaces. We have formed 
a number of close friendships, and though never personally threatened, 
have also experienced moments of intimidation, including instances 
when the corner shop was robbed, a couple were mugged on Kendal 
Green one night, and a neighbour was arrested.

This varied experience of Byker has been reflected in our different 
neighbours, the relatively high turnover of whom has revealed the 
challenges of establishing a settled community. Next door, in 2 Kendal 
Green, we have had four different sets of neighbours: Claire and Dale - 
who dealt drugs and were evicted after the police were called out; Les 
and Claire and their three children - who donated their toys to us on the 
birth of our first daughter; Jennifer - friendly, yet fond of inviting friends 
round for mid-week late night parties and door slamming; and finally 
Suzie and her daughter.

Across the street in 4 Brinkburn Place, Pat, an elderly lady, recently 
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passed, having lived in her house since its completion. Next to Pat, an 
African Muslim family lived for a few years before moving to Walker with 
the birth of their fourth child. The father, Sal, helped in the local corner 
shop and was a parent governor at Byker Primary School. Unmarried 
partners Dannie and Debbie moved into 5 Kendal Green, shortly after 
us, and were both unemployed due to health issues. Though poor, 
Debbie remains one of the most generous gift givers I have known, 
never once missing a birthday or Christmas. Above them at number 4, 
Gateshead born local lad John has drifted in and out of work during our 
stay, but was often to be found running errands for other neighbours, 
and always has time for a chat. Indeed, John’s kitchen window looks 
directly into our garden, a sometimes uncomfortable challenge to our 
privacy, and a moment when Byker steps too far to one side of the 
fine line between individuality and communality that it endeavours to 
negotiate.FIG.78. Recently painted timber cladding 

and detailing adjacent to Raby Gate, 
where Erskine’s Scandinavian influences 
are clearly expressed.
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Reflecting on the outcomes of the community architecture movement, 
Graham Towers observed three broad strands that emerged: firstly, 
the development of self-help approaches to design and construction; 
secondly, new forms of architectural practice that gave users access to 
expert knowledge; and thirdly, the inclusion of participatory approaches 
at a governmental level.153

The participatory practices and unique approach employed at Byker 
represented one of these new forms of practice, however while 
they were lauded for their effectiveness in softening the impact of 
redevelopment on a local community, and for offering a model for 
ways that local authorities could engage and partner with residents, 
the model was not one which became widely replicated. Housing 
redevelopment and provision enabled by the intervention of the welfare 
state offered a form of patronage that allowed for Erskine’s distinction 
between ‘sponsor clients’, the state who was funding the project and 
the architects fees, and ‘user clients’, those individuals who would be 
living in state sponsored housing.154

With the termination of state intervention in housing in 1979, this 
formalised route for social engagement and user participation in 
projects was discontinued. Housing provision by the state was 
(partially) replaced by the speculative development of private 
organisations, producing housing for sale on the open market. Within 
this context, participation becomes problematic, beyond market 
research into prevailing attitudes within targeted demographics, due to 
the lack of a specific end user.155

However, the ideas of community architecture continue to inform policy 
and opinion on the form and typology of housing developments, as 
subsequent development has tended to favour smaller scale projects 
and upgrading. Today though rehousing projects are few and far 
between, and new-build projects don’t face the same requirements 
to retain the existing social relations of working class communities, 
the legacy of those ideas remain manifest in a political, and social, 
preference for conservative, low-rise, dispersed, suburban forms of 
housing. The perceived success of Byker, as a low-rise alternative 
to mass housing, can be seen as both a manifestation of an 
existing cultural preference for this particular form of housing156 and 
a contributor toward its return as preferred form of housing after the 
formal experiments of post-war architects.

Jeremy Till argues however, that a real architecture of community would 
result in ‘radical spatial reconfiguration’ to reflect the social collectivity 
of community, however, though presenting an image of community 
and integration, suburban models represent individual living whilst also 
perpetuating traditional, pseudo-vernacular aesthetics and suburban 
forms, in place of the high-rise developments, which have become a 
convenient symbol, or scapegoat, for other social failings.157

In a further critique of the community architecture movement, Till also 
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observes that by reacting to the authoritative imposition of architecture, 
and aiming to empower users in the process of architectural 
production, the community architecture movement advocated the 
demotion of the architect, divesting them of their specialist knowledge 
and reducing their role to stylistic and technical facilitator. Counter-
intuitively however, through this process the architect became 
disempowered to help users in a meaningful way. Similarly, Margaret 
Crawford proposed that the radical transformation in relations between 
architect and user that was pursued during the 1970s served only 
to reduce their own agency to engage with the social and physical 
concerns of users:

The radical architect’s sacrifice of professional power failed 
to empower the masses. In the face of the economic and 
political forces that construct the built environment - the 
architect’s control was primarily ideological, and the client 
was merely ‘ideal’, not an actual purchaser of services - 
both were relatively powerless to effect social changes.158

Till argues that while the main thrust of the community architecture 
movement sought to reconfigure power between the architect and 
the user, the answer is not to divest the architect of knowledge, that 
is power, (indeed he argues that it is irresponsible for architects not 
to use their knowledge) rather it is for them to deploy their knowledge 
critically. Till concludes that for architects to address social need, 
and political contexts, they need to acknowledge their own positions 
as both professionals and users, possessing ‘specialist knowledge 
and conditioned, evolving, understanding’. It is in this overlapping 
role as both expert and user that architects are able to oscillate 
between retreat and engagement, combining vision with the messy 
contingencies of the world in which they operate.159

As a result, the social agenda of the community architecture movement 
failed to maintain traction in influencing the conventions of architectural 
practice. Upon succeeding Rod Hackney as RIBA President in 1989, 
Max Hutchinson declared community architecture to be over.160 
dismissing it as ‘a PR exercise masquerading as a crusade’.
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Emerging social practice in architecture

Gámez and Rogers argue that with the collapse of the ‘modern project’ 
within architecture during the late 1960s, there was a perceived 
liberation of architecture from political thought and social concerns, 
within the sphere of conventional practice, which left much subsequent 
discourse regarding the social and political impact of architecture 
to turn inwards.161 According to Crawford, this lack of socio-political 
criticality saw the post-modern profession aligning with the neoliberal 
ideology of the marketplace and the dominant economic interests 
of private multi-national companies during the 1980s and 90s, 
its preoccupation with formal aesthetics was appropriated by the 
commercial needs of the marketplace.162 The reduction in the role of 
the state as a client for architecture led to a reduction in funding for 
community aid and participatory activities, leading to many practices 
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reverting to more typical models of service provision.163 Concurrently, 
the failure of community architecture, according to Crawford, to effect 
long term change within the profession, led to the retreat of radical 
architecture to the academy.164 The result, according to Till, is that 
architectural production has been neutralised and stripped of its sense 
of social significance, leading to a narrowing of architectural debate that 
focusses primarily on an internalised debate on form and aesthetics.165

Over the past 10 years, however, there has been a growing body of 
literature articulating a renewed focus on the potential for architecture 
to assert a social and political agency, and the need to recognise 
and acknowledge the social role of architectural practice.166 Social 
architecture,167 alternative architectural practice,168 socially engaged 
architecture,169 and recently spatial agency, coined by Till et al in their 
survey of this form of practice,170 are all terms that have been used to 
capture the essence of a particular mode of architectural production, 
an approach which seeks to incorporate a renewed awareness of 
social and political contexts into its practices and enable the user in 
this production. This renewed interest from both practitioners and 
critics is driving a revision and expansion of critiques that emerged 
during the 1970’s of early twentieth century modernist architecture and 
mainstream architectural practice, and an exploration of the reactive 
experiments of the same period which were largely shelved during the 
economic boom years of the 1990’s.171

As Evans et al acknowledge, it is impossible to disconnect the 
conception and production of architecture from overarching political, 
social and economic forces,172 indeed, as Till points out, architecture 
is contingent upon these tightly bound issues,173 yet within the practice 
and promotion of architecture there remains a tendency to prioritise the 
creation of an aesthetic object, preferably prior to its occupation,174 in 
isolation to the influence of these broader forces. 

However, the existence of architecture as a defined profession, with 
barriers to entry, is contingent on the establishment of an exclusive 
claim to knowledge, underpinning control over a professional 
marketplace. Architecture, unlike law or medicine, is not broadly 
considered as an indispensable service, therefore architecture retains 
a tentative hold on the building industry, dependent on the continued 
patronage of elite and economic power.175 Attempts to reduce, or 
remove the barrier between architects and users, runs counter to 
the claims architecture as a profession makes for a privileged role in 
the process of spatial production. As a result, the profession finds 
itself pulled between three conflicting agendas of aspiration to artistic 
autonomy,176 dependance on the economic patronage of those who 
can afford their services,177 and desires for social responsibility.178

The specific concerns of architecture as a bounded profession rely on 
the maintenance of a dialectic between architect and user, limiting the 
extent to which the boundaries of the profession can be blurred, and 
introducing questions regarding the nature of architectural production 
by ‘creative users’ and amateur architects, questions taken up in 
Chapter 4 of the thesis. 
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The contemporary ‘social architecture’ movement, as well as revisiting 
the radical approaches of the 1970s, has been influenced by the 
inclusion of feminist theory into discussions on architecture, which 
have supported a shift in focus from understanding architecture the 
production of a discreet, aesthetic object, largely considered the 
product of a single ‘genius’, or creator, towards an understanding of 
architecture as made up of a series of collaborative actors, agencies, 
networks and material practices, where users can play a role as active 
participants in the production of architecture. The thesis draws on this 
body of theory in developing an understanding of the relationships 
between expert practice and the role of users (typically considered as 
non-experts), in architectural activity.179

In a distinct socio-political climate, the agenda for contemporary 
social practice has shifted. Though sharing a a critique of the 
domination of architectural production by technocratic expertise, the 
site for challenging this domination has turned from the concerns of 
community architecture in maintaining social connections in housing 
redevelopment projects, towards the occupation, appropriation and 
ownership of public space, the role of ‘architecture as a facilitator of 
social encounter’180 in an increasingly individualist society.

In Byker, the hobby rooms provide a clear example of this type of public 
space, conceived as communally managed and appropriated space, 
their present vacancy and underuse offers a site for questioning the 
nature of public, and in particular semi-public, resident owned space, 
as well as the issues around the uses and management of such 
spaces in contemporary society. The thesis looks to address these 
spaces and understand the principles behind their realisation, while 
considering the changes in social structures and attitudes that underpin 
the use of such spaces.

179. This literature includes: Hughes, F. 
ed., 1996. The Architect: Reconstructing 
Her Practice. Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
The MIT Press; McCorquodale, D., Rüedi, 
K, and Wigglesworth, S. eds., 1996. 
Desiring Practices: Architecture, Gender 
and Interdisciplinarity. London: Black Dog 
Publishing; Petrescu, D. ed., 2007. Altering 
Practices: Feminist Politics and Poetics of 
Space. Oxon: Routledge; Brown. L. A. ed., 
2011. Feminist Practices: Interdisciplinary 
Approaches to Women in Architecture. 
Farnham: Ashgate; and Rawes, P. ed., 2013. 
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180. Bijlsma, L., Maaskant, M. and Schreurs, 
E. eds., 2001. 1970s Revisited. OASE #57. 
Rotterdam: Nai010 Uitgevers. pg.1.

Contemporary critiques of participation

This growing movement within architectural practice is also concerned 
with addressing the legacy of participatory practices. Within the 
broader sphere of the built environment, participative practices since 
community architecture have found their primary on-going expression 
through public consultation, which is legally required to secure planning 
permission for new developments, though local authorities have 
discretion as to the form this consultation takes. This professionalised 
approach to participation through policy has become established 
as a bureaucratic procedure, most often satisfied through public 
consultation. However consultation in the planning context has become 
almost synonymous with poorly attended meetings in public halls, 
where industry experts and local politicians espouse the virtues of a 
project to secure the necessary approval of local residents, who are 
expected to assess the impact of a new development from boards 
of architectural drawings which they are little equipped to decipher,181 

leading Stefan Gruber to claim that ‘participation today is more often  
than not a placebo.’182

Beyond the act of consultation however, the culture, or ideology of 
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Ramo, and M. Doude an Troostwijk, eds. 
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Board Publishers. pg.66.
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participation is often uncritically promoted as being beneficial to the 
common good, often neglecting to acknowledge that all forms of 
participation are open to manipulation and tokenism, as highlighted 
by Arnstein in the 1960s.183 Identifying this prevailing attitude, which 
considers participation as a benign process, Markus Miessen argues 
that, participation has come to embody a ‘romantic nostalgia of 
goodness’ and a ‘deliberately positive and politically correct means of 
innocently taking part in societal structures’, which stifles the expression 
of difference with its politeness. As a result, and employed pro-
actively by dominant powers, the concern of participation has shifted 
from the empowerment of citizens and support of local communities 
to become a method to ‘minimize friction’ and ensure consensus, 
rather than fostering debate over differing viewpoints.184 Due to their 
relation to power distribution, ideas of participation are often aligned 
with an agenda of consensus and acquiescence. This criticism of 
participation remains relevant in contemporary practice, expressed 
by Doina Petrescu, who argues that ‘the problem is also that the 
term ‘participation’ is accepted uncritically, idealised and centred 
on concepts of consensus.’185 Participation is often portrayed as a 
universally positive, or benign, process, but in reality though it is a 
process capable of providing a space for marginalised voices, it can 
also be one that masks, or aids, less than positive outcomes or pre-
defined agendas. This is in part due to the broad range of actions that 
can be categorised as participatory.186

In conversation with Markus Miessen, political philosopher Chantalle 
Mouffe observes that consensus and participation have different aims, 
for individuals to participate in decision making, at the very least a 
range of choices need to be on offer, in contrast consensus requires 
unanimity of decision, and focusses on the reduction of options 
and potentials. In this regard, participation has been reconfigured as 
a process of consensus building, smoothing the passage of pre-
established decision making, or at the least reduction of resistance.187 
This critique is echoed by Till in his paper ‘The Negotiation of Hope’, 
in which he argues that much of what passes for participation in 
architecture is placatory, pseudo-participation that enables a pre-
determined outcome to pass unscathed by public opinion, yet failing to 
empower citizens to take part in the production of the built environment. 
In response, Till argues that for participation to break out of the user-
expert dialectic, architects need to take up the role of citizen-expert/
expert-citizen and embrace ‘potentially transformative’ localised forms 
of knowledge held by users that can challenge the constraints and 
limitations of the specialist’s knowledge:

To develop this knowledge from within, the architect must 
project themselves into the spatial context, physical and 
social, of the user; the architect becomes ‘an activist, 
working on behalf of and as a dweller... What is called 
for is the ability to move between the world of expert and 
user, with one set knowledge and experience informing the 
other. The architect should, in effect, be an expert-citizen 
as well as citizen-expert.188
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Till’s proposition of the citizen-expert/expert-citizen echoes the design 
practice and critical reflection of French architectural practice atelier 
d’architecture autogérée (aaa, or Studio for Self-managed Architecture). 
aaa is a collaborative group established by architects Doina Petrescu 
and Constantin Petcou, who initiate projects which aim to fill in ‘urban 
voids, in the La Chapelle area of Paris, working at a grassroots level 
to create architecture which enables and supports spatial and social 
infrastructure which is eventually taken over by the users of the 
activities, in order to develop micro-political networks of residents, 
agencies and experts.189

Their EcoBox project developed interstitial spaces which had been 
abandoned or overlooked by commercial developers and local 
authorities, as cultural and ecological platforms for social and small 
scale economic activities, from eating to teaching. It was initiated 
by Petrescu and Petcou as a way of acting on a desire for personal 
participation in civic and concern for local political matters, in a 
manner consistent with their professional skills, a process where they 
acknowledged their position as ‘architect-residents, architect-citizens or 
architect-users... blurring traditional borders between the architect and 
the user,’ according to Clara Greed.190

Reflecting on the practices of aaa, Petrescu argues that real 
participation can only occur when the architect/expert takes up a 
position of co-participant, rather than master, accepting the possibility 
of losing control within the projects and activities where they are 
involved.191 Similarly, within the context of engagement in a localised 
practice, Anne Querrien envisages the architect’s role as being one 
of participating in the everyday life of such a potential site, such 
that demands a reconfiguration of practice; ‘such participation of 
architects in ordinary life would of course need a new economy of the 
architectural profession that could evolve into a collective service, even 
a public service in some cases.’192

The experience of Erskine and his team at Byker, as paid professionals 
and engaged residents echoes Till’s proposition for architects to 
proactively acknowledge their position as users, with a particular 
knowledge of the social, professional and economic structures 
underlying the control and production of the built environment. 

At Byker, two forms of participation are evident, the first being the 
users’ participation in the formal process of architectural production, 
the other being the participation of the architect as an engaged citizen. 
Within the Byker office, the architects’ methodology of practice was 
typically professional, commissioned by a client with a clearly defined 
site, brief and timescales. Though they made some attempt at user 
participation, within this framework, these steps – questioned, as we 
have seen, by Peter Malpass – seem to have little to offer us today at a 
time when methodologies of participatory practice, of varying degrees 
of complexity and quality, have developed further. As residents, or 
indeed citizens, of Byker, however, these architects’ professional 
commitments were augmented by a set of more informal and personal 
engagements, rooted in a sense of responsibility to the area, practices 
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which engaged with the social and physical realities of occupation, to 
embrace issues of management, operation and inhabitation.

It is in this site of overlap, of stepping beyond the profession, that 
the potential for an altered form of participation can occur, that is 
the participation of the architect as an engaged citizen, bringing with 
it the opportunity for a social architecture, one where architectural 
practice aids ongoing adaption in response to changing social values 
and needs over time. My work draws from their decision to situate 
themselves on-site, investigating the overlap which occurred as they 
embraced their role as engaged citizens as well as paid professionals. 
Having become a resident of Byker my position there, as expert 
and user, enables reflection on a mode of practice that responds to 
contemporary calls for the participation of architects in everyday life as 
users. Furthermore, this approach to practice explores negotiations of 
the boundary between architects and users, investigating relationships 
between the practices, approaches and territories of experts and the 
opportunities present within everyday life for intervention in the built 
environment.

As we have seen, the approach to redevelopment pursued by 
Erskine and his team sought to address perceived shortcomings of 
the Modernist approach to urban redevelopment upon which the 
majority of urban renewal and mass housing projects in the U.K. had 
been modelled during the postwar years. Accordingly, the approach 
developed at Byker represents a shift in the consideration of the 
social potential and role of architectural practice through the twentieth 
century, from a focus on a top down, technocratic renewal of the built 
environment, conceived in the wake of the industrial revolution, to an 
understanding the values of social connections to place and cultural 
preferences for low and mid-rise housing that maintained traditional 
urban patterns, highlighting the need for an understanding of place - as 
a social construct - instead of the rational technicalities and efficiencies 
of space. In addition, the need to incorporate the desires, values and 
contributions of users into the production of architecture, led to the 
development of a broad range of participatory approaches that became 
known as ‘community architecture’. At Byker, a forerunner in this 
movement, this intention to involve the existing residents was facilitated 
by the creation of the on-site office, and a number of the architects 
taking up residence in the area, resulting in a situated form of practice 
where the personal and professional intersected, enabled by their 
position as residents and well as paid professionals. 

This position of architect as a resident, and thereby a user, offers a 
potential means of addressing Jeremy Till’s critique of community 
architecture - for promoting the reduction of the architect’s role to 
that of ‘technical facilitator’ of the direct wishes of users, worked to 
negate the spatial value of their expert knowledge - and his call for 
an acknowledgement of the position of the architect as a user, to 
stimulate modes of practice that reduce the disconnection between 
the architect and user, and to find new ways of engaging architectural 

Conclusion
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FIG.78-79. Top: Vibrant cherry blossom 
on Shipley Walk in spring. Above: 
‘Renaissance planning’, though most 
of Byker’s plan is inspired by non-
hierarchical medieval layouts, Erskine 
introduced sightlines between the 
churches, referencing a Renaissance 

planning model where main axes 
were established by linking important 
civic buildings. Here the separation of 
two houses allows a view from Byker 
Presbyterian Church to St Michael’s 
Church, reflecting the importance of 
these buildings to the community.
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knowledge and spatial production with the social and political 
contexts in which they are deployed and realised. The approach of 
Erskine’s team at Byker, as both residents and professionals, and the 
intersections between the concerns and possibilities of these two 
aspects of their identity provide a foundation from which to develop a 
series of architectural practices that draw on personal and professional 
perceptions and interventions in the built environment, and explores the 
potential for situated practice to provide a contemporary form of socially 
engaged practice.

Operating in a very different context to that experienced by Erskine, 
my practices in Byker, developed out of my position as a resident first, 
do not attempt to replicate the operations of Erskine’s team, rather 
through my engagement with Byker I have sought to draw direction 
from the lessons of their approach, referring to aspects of their practice 
as touchstones - points of reference - upon which to anchor my 
practices as they have unfolded on-site. Furthermore, the exploration 
of a site-based modes of practice that intersect with the concerns and 
possibilities of use, also responds to concerns and critiques regarding 
the limitations of contemporary practices of participation, as voiced 
by Till, Petrescu, muf and others, and their conflation with an agenda 
of manufactured consensus that maintains a hierarchy between 
expert and user in the processes of spatial production. By moving 
away from professionally configured understandings of participation, 
that primarily involve introducing non-experts into the operations and 
structures of professional practices, my actions in Byker explore the 
ways in which the deployment of spatial knowledge in the context of 
use and inhabitation can enable participatory practices that support the 
collaborative production of space.

The process of situating architectural practice within the site of the 
architect’s residence, calls into question the relationship between the 
operation of the practitioner and the site of their work, of both design 
and realisation, and in doing so seeks to address the foundational 
structures of practice that enable the separation of architect and user.
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FIG.80. Balconies on a slit block on St 
Michael’s mount.
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In-Situ Drawing: Embodied Practice 
and Situated Knowledge

Introduction

The practice of architecture is inextricably linked to the practice of 
drawing. Its emergence as a profession, distinct from the site-based 
practices of construction, can be traced directly to the development 
of drawing practices during the Renaissance. This change saw the 
separation of architectural practice from the process of building, 
distancing the architect from the site of their work, and removing the 
physical connections between the designer and site. It also saw the 
beginnings of the social elevation of the architect as an artist, enabling 
a schism within the profession that supports the prioritisation of the 
autonomy of artistic production over the contingent realities of everyday 
inhabitation experienced by users. 

This chapter explores the making of a situated Nolli plan to open-
up an investigation of the spatial and social conditions of the hobby, 
offering insights into their condition in terms of public or private space. 
Representative of the social and physical separation of architects and 
the site of their work, and as a key expression of the monopoly of 
spatial knowledge, I propose that a situated approach to drawing offers 
a way to re-establish a direct connection between the practitioner and 
the spatial and social contexts of the site for which they are designing, 
while also allowing them to access situated and subjective knowledge 
of this site, as a foundation for an embodied and situated design 
practice.
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Having moved into 3 Kendal Green at the start of my Ph.D, my 
approach began with an exploration of the practices of Erskine and his 
team, and their divergence from conventional architectural practices, 
tracing these reflections to guide my own practices in Byker. By 
questioning an historical approach through present design speculations 
I intend to re-interpret past practices in order to outline an new mode of 
operation which builds on the literature outlined in the previous chapter. 

While my work self-consciously draws from Erskine’s past methods 
it is not an attempt to reproduce them, or replicate their operation as 
a model. In particular, it is important to articulate distinctions in the 
starting position of the two approaches to practice that underpin our 
operations in Byker, and the contrasts of their subsequent expressions. 
Erskine and Gracie’s approach began from within the conventional 
bounds of the profession. As registered architects their work extended 
out from the establishment of an official brief, commissioned by the 
local authority with a clearly defined site, budget and timescales. From 
this position as professionals they worked to expand and adapt the 
brief, sometimes stepping beyond it to incorporate additional activities 
that allowed them to relate more closely to the eventual users of their 
designs, and to a certain extent become users themselves by virtue of 
their direct relationship to the site of their work. My work does not aim 
to reproduce the operations of the architects at Byker, the differences 
with regards to scale, legitimacy, site, social context, etc, are too vast to 
make this a worthwhile, let alone feasible, activity. Rather I have taken 
aspects of their practices as touchstones, or points of departure, to 
inform, catalyse and guide my own situated activities in the Byker area. 
Rather, by contrast my work began with little more than my position as 
a ‘user’. The subsequent development of my architectural practices 
on-site has unfolded as a direct outworking of this residency and the 
resulting social engagement with other residents, local organisations 
and agencies, as well as my growing personal connections to particular 
issues, both spatial and social, which I have encountered during my 
time in the area. 

Within a conventional definition of architecture, as the production of 
buildings, there seems little scope for the practice of architecture 
at Byker, particularly when the heritage listing is also taken into 
account, which dramatically limits the level of intervention that can 
be undertaken. However Jill Stoner proposes a parallel site for 
contemporary practice in response to the growing significance of 
changing global contexts such as climate change and growing 
economic inequality under neoliberalism. Stoner advocates adopting 
reuse, reappropriation, refurbishment and demolition as sites, rejecting 
the view of a building as a static object at a given moment in time, but 
rather embracing involvement in the ongoing, dynamic, processes 
of architecture’s creation, use and demolition.1 In this way spaces of 
opportunity multiply, beyond empty plots awaiting a building. 

Within Byker there are a broad range of unused, and underused internal 
and external spaces. These interstitial and overlooked spaces offer 

Contrasts in scale and approach

1. Stoner, J., 2012. Towards a Minor 
Architecture. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 
MIT Press.
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multiple sites for intervention and adaption, requiring an approach which 
considers the formal aspects of material and form, as well as the social 
concerns of occupation. A key set of spaces which are undergoing 
re-assessment on both of these terms are the hobby rooms, a series 
of small rooms woven into the grain of the housing which were originally 
available to residents as additional space to pursue leisure activities. 
Today many stand empty and unused, no longer accessible, but retain 
potential for future communal use. I focussed on these spaces initially 
after moving to Byker as they seemed to offered potential sites for 
intervention.

The Byker hobby rooms

The presence of hobby rooms which were specifically designed for 
residents to pursue hobby activities, either individually or in groups, 
is one of the unique aspects of the Byker redevelopment. There are 
approximately 66 dotted across the redevelopment, many no larger 
than a shed and inconspicuously knitted into the grain of the housing. 
The precise number of rooms is impossible to ascertain as the 
definition of hobby space, and their ownership, has changed since 
the completion of the redevelopment. The number of spaces is drawn 
from two surveys of the hobby rooms, the first undertaken in 2008 in 
support of a PFI bid for the management of the redevelopment,2 the 
second, in 2014 by the BCT in anticipation of their refurbishment.3 
In the first survey, 66 rooms were identified, however on comparing 
this survey to original construction drawings of the redevelopment by 
Erskine’s team it became clear that this included spaces that were 
originally designated as laundry and storage rooms as well as small 
corner shops that have since been left vacant. Additionally, since their 
construction a number of rooms have been legally or illegally aquired 
by adjacent properties to provide additional bedroom or living space, a 
point which became apparent when I conducted my own photographic 
survey of the rooms. In the recent survey by the BCT the number 
of hobby rooms has been increased to 88 due to the incorporation 
of a range of other, currently vacant, spaces that were historically 
designated for other uses, including shops and workshops. This re-
designation is a result of the BCT’s strategy to address underused space 
in general, and a point that I will address in more detail in Chapter 6.

In the years since their completion the hobby rooms have hosted 
activity as diverse as: a ‘mice club’, the production of the local 
magazine called Byker Phoenix, model making, sewing, pottery, 
gardening, a ladies dart club and photography groups, some also 
operated as telephone rooms before personal phones became 
ubiquitous, though many have also been used as storage space.4

The hobby rooms find their origins in Erskine’s critiques of modernist 
housing developments of the mid-twentieth century, the layout and 
form of which he blamed for exacerbating the negative social impacts 
of isolation and segregation. He argued that the physical attributes 
of housing should provide opportunities for social interaction and the 
identification of ‘place’ and ‘community’. To achieve this aim, Erskine 
drew inspiration from Swedish medieval towns with their tight-knit mix of 

2. Newcastle City Council, 2008. Byker 
Housing PFI: Responses to HCA queries 
on the Expression of Interest. Supporting 
Documents. Section L. Newcastle: Newcastle 
City Council.

3. Field Notes. No.2. Date: 19.11.2014. I 
became aware of this survey and an increase 
in the number of spaces considered as ‘hobby 
rooms’ during a resident consultation event 
about the future of these spaces. 

4. Byker Phoenix, 1979. Hobby Rooms. Issue 
32, pg.7.
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houses, civic spaces and workshops,5 proposing that housing should 
be broken down into ‘gossip groups’ of 30-50 dwellings, built around 
semi-public outdoor space, and serviced by ‘community rooms, play 
spaces and other functional requirements.’6

When commissioned to design Byker, Erskine proposed an integrated 
environment with housing serviced by shops, communal spaces and 
workshops. It was in this context that the hobby rooms were realised, 
as an interpretation of the informal spaces: garden sheds, garages, 
lofts, spare bedrooms and cupboards under the stairs in which 
hobbies customarily take place, providing space for leisure as few 
families had the luxury of a spare room. Accordingly, many of the hobby 
rooms are the same size as a single bedroom, under the Parker Morris 
Standards, to which the redevelopment was designed. As such, the 
architects recognised the possibility that the hobby rooms could be 
converted into living accommodation in response to social changes, or 
in the event that the hobby rooms proved to be underused.7

In addition, the hobby rooms are a manifestation of a set of social 
ideas from his Quaker upbringing and engagement with a Swedish 
social democratic culture of co-operative enterprise and communal 
ownership, which influenced Erskine early on in his career. On returning 
to England to work at Byker, Erskine was keen to encourage a sense 
of ownership amongst residents. However, though this was achieved 
to a degree during the redevelopment process, it was not sustained 
beyond the completion of the formal redevelopment process. Although 
the design team explored options for resident management within 
Byker, most notably in a paper written by Caroline Grace that proposed 
a number of alternative forms of tenure and housing management that 

5. Erskine, R., 1997. Erskine, Ralph. National 
Life Story Collection: Architects’ Lives. 
Interviewed by Jill Lever. Drottningholm, 
Sweden, 23 January 1997.

6. Egelius, M., 1990. Ralph Erskine, architect. 
Stockholm: Byggforlaget. pg.84.

7. Ravetz, A., 1976. Housing at Byker, 
Newcastle upon Tyne. The Architects’ Journal, 
163 (14 April 1976), pg.742.
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would give residents greater control of their homes,8 these intentions 
were never realised and management passed, initially, to the City 
Housing Department and then to YHN. Consequently, the hobby 
rooms have been one of the most visible casualties of this distant 
management as they occupy an ambiguous in-between; spatially, 
socially and politically. Spatially, many hobby rooms sit in the wedge-
shaped spaces created where a terrace of houses changes orientation 
or in the corners of courtyards. Integrated as they are into the housing, 
they offer an extension of the home but are not treated as part of 
the housing when it comes to maintenance. As a result, funding that 
has been secured for improvements to the houses has not been 
extended to include the hobby rooms. Indeed, it is due to the resultant 
dilapidation that a large number of the hobby rooms can be identified 
when touring the estate, sporting reinforced metal doors, boarded or 
bricked-up windows and gutters overflowing with vegetation. Socially, 
while they are used by residents but overseen by YHN, they are neither 
privately owned nor publicly accessible. Since their completion, the 
keys for rooms have been passed to individuals or groups, many of 
whom have stopped using their room over the years. Management 
had been lacking in re-assigning or overseeing the use of these 
spaces and, as a result, many remain inaccessible, vacant or used for 
storage, while others have been taken over as extra bedrooms by the 
neighbouring homes. 

A few months after taking up residence in Byker I contacted Colin 
Riley, the housing operations manager for the Byker Housing Office run 
by YHN, to enquire about the possibility of access to a hobby room, 
with the intention to use it as a studio, a local base for designing and 
constructing participative interventions. 

FIG.1+2. Opposite Page: Hobby rooms 
flanking the entrance to a semi-
public courtyard of houses. Below: 26a 
Raby Way is one of the largest hobby 
rooms, and played host to a thriving 
photography group in the 1980s. Today 
the darkroom equipment is still present 
and is used by a few residents.

8. Drage, M., 2008. Byker: Surprising the 
Colleagues for 35 Years - A Social History of 
Ralph Erskine’s Arkitektkontor AB in Newcastle. 
In: E. Harwood and A. Powers, eds. 2008. 
Twentieth Century Architecture 9: Housing in 
the 20th Century. London: Twentieth Century 
Society. pg.153.
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I was informed that I could apply by sending a letter in to the office, 
now situated in the building which was Erskine’s project office during 
the redevelopment. I submitted a letter at the start of March 2012. 
Additionally, I was told that were I to secure access to a hobby room I 
would be required to pay a nominal £1 fee and sign a tenancy contract, 
indicating that the council are treating these spaces as effectively 
privatised for particular tenants, rather than co-operatively owned or 
used.

At the time I suggested that a particular hobby room, at 28a Raby Way, 
might be appropriate. However my application did not proceed any 
further as I received a response indicating that the BCT, in anticipation 
of the upcoming asset transfer of housing from the council, were 
planning to reassess the condition and use of the hobby rooms with 
an intention to invest money in their refurbishment, as such it would 
not be possible to acquire access to a hobby room at this time. I 
was told that my interest would be registered. However to this day, 
despite reminders, I have not received any indication from YHN or 
the BCT that access to a hobby room might be possible. Despite the 
frustration of a potentially length delay, it was this initial response which 
initiated the thought that a discussion about the history and future of 
the hobby rooms might be a productive one, to which I as a resident 
could contribute, particularly in the context of support for resident 
involvement. As contested, communally owned, public space, the 
underuse and mis-management of the hobby rooms can be seen to 
result from a particular set of political, cultural and spatial conditions that 
make their use and mis-use of significant interest in the broader context 
of a the retreat of public life in contemporary society. Accordingly my 
investigation of the hobby rooms, their origins, the principles behind 
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their realisation, their occupation since completion, management and 
possible future use aims to contribute to the BCT initiated discussion 
about their refurbishment and future use.

It hasn’t proved easy to identify the locations of all the hobby rooms. 
The Backing Byker ‘official offer document’ highlighted the BCT’s 
intention invest in these spaces,9 but there was little indication of 
how many there were or their location. It was chance that led me 
to their discovery. I had only managed to identify a few, thanks to 
their dereliction, by March 2012 when I was leading a small group 
of geography students from Newcastle University on a walking tour 
of the estate. At a pause, we were approached by an elderly man 
who introduced himself as Herbie. Clearly knowledgeable about the 
redevelopment, Herbie shared a few of his memories and asked 
about our interests, I mentioned the hobby rooms and he said that 
as a resident member of the BCT board he was party to the current 
discussion about their future. After a quick detour to Herbie’s house, I 
came away with a map locating the hobby rooms, all 66 of them, as 
well as a brief document outlining the different types. At a similar time 
contact with another active resident, Colin, a member of the Ralph 
Erskine Society, led me to visit one of the few active hobby rooms 
at 26a Raby Way. The room had been had used as a photographic 
workshop in the 1980s, and is presently used by the Society for their 
varied activities in the redevelopment. One Saturday in March I ended 
up helping to give the hobby room a new lick of paint. Having found 
an old Kodak instant camera left there by the photographic group, I 
subsequently undertook a photographic survey of the hobby rooms. 
Unfortunately I was unable to find any working film for it, but inspired by 
the find, I instead purchased a working Polaroid camera to use.

9. Newcastle City Council, 2011. Your Byker 
Future: Official Offer Document. Newcastle: 
Newcastle City Council.

FIG.3+4. Opposite Page: A detached hobby 
room on Raby Way stands boarded up 
and has been subjected to an arson 
attack. Above: On Avondale rise a hobby 
rooms occupies the interstitial space 
created by a change in the geometry of 
the terrace.
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FIG.5. This Page: A map of the Byker 
redevelopment showing the numbered 
locations of the hobby rooms, as well 
as planned routes of walking tours 
that I have led. The numbers are based 
on a 2008 survey of the hobby rooms 
and their uses, available at: Newcastle 
City Council, 2008. Byker Housing 
PFI: Responses to HCA queries on 
the Expression of Interest. Supporting 
Documents. Section L. Newcastle: 
Newcastle City Council.

FIG.6-69. Page 112-127: A photographic 
survey of the hobby rooms. There are 5 
hobby rooms missing as I was unable 
to gain access to the secured public 
spaces in which they are located.

FIG.70-75. Pages 128-133: Scale drawings 
of the plans and internal elevations 
of the 66 hobby rooms, minus 2 that 
have been assimilated into adjacent 
properties. The drawing shows the 
range of sizes and shapes of space that 
make up the hobby rooms across the 
redevelopment.
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FIG.76-82. Opposite Page Top: An 
article from Byker Phoenix, Issue 36, 
pg.14, outlining the success of the 
photography group (Byker Phoenix). 
Below: A photograph of residents using 
the darkroom from Byker Phoenix, Issue 
42, pg.12 (Byker Phoenix). This Page 
Above: The Byker Phoenix responds to 
the potential imposition of council tax 
charges on hobby rooms, Issue 43, pg.5 
(Byker Phoenix). Right: Account of a 
‘mice club’ run by local schoolboys in a 
hobby room on Gordon Road in Byker 
Phoenix, Issue 32, pg.5 (Byker Phoenix).
Following Page Top: A model of the mask 
of Tutankhamun made by Ken Rebair 
in a hobby room. Bottom Left: A story 
in Byker Phoenix, Issue 40, pg.16, 
written by a boy in a hobby room 
(Byker Phoenix). Bottom Right: A resident 
member of a pottey club run from 28a 
Raby Way hobby room (Sally Madge).
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FIG.83-86. Below: The covers of four 
Byker Phoenix, Issue 6, 7, 11 + 32 . The 
magazine was created by a group of 
residents using a hobby room, first at 
Raby Street and then at Felton Walk 
(Byker Phoenix).
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Mapping the hobby rooms

Having located the hobby rooms, my initial investigations began with 
a drawing which was intended to both locate the hobby rooms within 
the redevelopment area, as well as offer a medium through which I 
could begin to question the form and social realities of these particular 
spaces. As I began to explore the history and use of the hobby rooms, 
I began to question whether a simple process of refurbishment would 
be adequate to address the issues behind their perceived failing as 
communal space. The consideration of what constituted hobby space, 
and how such a space might operate, needed to go beyond the 
practical requirements concerned with their presence as rooms. 

I started making an investigative situated drawing, a Nolli plan which 
traces the built form of Byker’s urban plan and maps the location 
of each hobby room, drawn onto the surface of my dining table at 
home. The plan is modelled on the plan of Rome drawn in 1748 by 
Giambattista Nolli.10 Nolli’s drawing is a type of figure-ground plan which 
compares built and unbuilt space simply by etching built fabric in black. 
However, Nolli made his plan differ from a conventional figure-ground 
plans by drawing the floor plans of enclosed public buildings in order 
to represent them as part of a continuum of internal and external civic 
space within the city of Rome. In my Nolli plan drawing of Byker, the 
floor plans of the hobby rooms, as well as buildings that could be 
considered as supporting hobby activity, such as the climbing wall 
in the old swimming baths, St Michael’s allotments and the bowling 
green, are drawn, visualising a similar joining of internal and external 
space. By proposing to correlate the hobby rooms and public space, 
the Nolli plan of Byker provides a visual exploration of the interrelation 
between these two kinds of space, and introduced a question 
regarding the publicness of the hobby rooms. 

Drawn as public space, the plan challenges the present condition 
of the hobby rooms as private closed spaces by identifying them 
as places which are publicly owned to be communally accessed or 
managed. This addresses the underlying origins of Erskine’s early 
intentions for the hobby rooms to be controlled by tenants, drawn from 
a model he adopted and developed in Sweden.

As introduced in Chapter 2, Erskine developed his ideas of communal 
hobby space in a number of his housing developments in Sweden, in 
response to the particular culture of co-ownership and management 
he experienced there. This social structure had developed out of a 
specific set of social and political conditions in the wake of the 1930 
Stockholm Exhbition. Within the housing section of the Exhibition, 
that instigated Erskine’s interest in Swedish architecture and society, 
a particular theme was the organisation of tightly planned dwellings 
offset by collective facilities. Sweden’s largest housing cooperative, 
Hyresgästernas Sparkasse-och Byggandsförening (HSB), presented 5 
types of apartment, but also included examples of communal spaces 
including playrooms used by children in the morning and elderly 
residents for craft activities in the evening.11 This theme was to expand 
to influence Swedish housing, public space and even society.

10. Tice, J. and Steiner, E., 2005. The Nolli 
Website: Preface. [online] Available at: <http://
nolli.uoregon.edu/preface.html> [Accessed 
15th September 2012].

11. Creagh, L., 2013. At the Limits of 
Architecture: The Housing Section of the 1930 
Stockholm Exhibition. DASH Issue 9. Housing 
Exhibitions, December 2013. pp.18-35.
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The Exhibition of 1930 was followed in 1931 by an architecture 
manifesto - Acceptera - written by Gunnar Asplund, Sven Markelius, 
Wolter Gahn, Eskil Sundahl, Uno Åhrén and Gregor Paulsson. 
acceptera encouraged Swedish citizens to embrace the modern world 
by ‘accepting’ the Swedish Modernist architecture and design that 
they had developed.12 The publishing of acceptera coincided with 
the rise to power of the Social Democrats, and in the years to follow 
architecture and politics would intertwine, as architecture was deployed 
to express, and formulate, a new egalitarian society in Sweden. The 
Social Democrats employed an architectural metaphor for their policies, 
promising to build the ‘folkhem’; ‘the people’s home’, expressing the 
idea of ‘a nation-family living under the shared roof of social equitability 
and welfare solidarity’.13

In 1934 sociologist and politician Alva Myrdal and her husband, 
economist Gunnar Myrdal, both members of the Social Democrat 
Party, advocated for extensive state intervention in housing to improve 
the condition of Swedish residents and respond to growing urban 
migration. However, this aim only gathered significant traction in the 
years following the Second World War, in the face of an increasingly 
dilapidated and overcrowded housing stock.14 Alva Myrdal perceived 
an emancipatory social potential in the forms and organisation of 
architecture, one that could realise new forms of social relationships 
and identities, while also limiting class and gender inequality. In 
particular, she advocated communal housing as a way of emancipating 
the working woman from the burdens of housekeeping and child 
rearing. In 1935 she collaborated with Markelius to realise designs 
for a 57-unit communal living unit, known as Collective House, in the 
centre of Stockholm. The 8 storey building contained a variety of sized 
dwellings and offered communal amenities such as childcare facilities, 
meeting rooms, communal kitchens and a restaurant open to the public 
on the ground floor. Upon its completion Markelius took up residency 
in one of the units, living there for the next 30 years, serving as an 
unofficial handyman to ensure that the building still worked, and to 
demonstrate his own commitment to the values of social housing.

The Collective House model influenced the widespread introduction 
of shared apartments, as opposed to single family houses, and a new 
relationship emerged between the private domestic space and public 
communal space. The common stairwell and shared service facilities 
provided early expressions of a new social publicness, while ‘the 
interplay between the private home and public amenities became a 
primary object of experimentation’ for architects.’15

Furthermore, the provision of ‘service’ facilities developed in the 
Collective House subsequently expanded as an idea, to express a 
broader sense of community ownership through space, planning 
and administration within neighbourhoods, and came to emphasise a 
direct relationship between public space and citizenship in the welfare 
state. The meaning of ‘service’ shifted, from shared facilities, to an 
ideology about the social environment, expressed in an understanding 
that communal services as public space ‘increases opportunities for 
individuals to influence the shape of the common environment’.16

12. Creagh, L., Kåberg, H. and Miler Lane, B., 
eds. 2008. Modern Swedish Design: Three 
Founding Texts. New York: MoMA.

13. Creagh, L., 2011. From acceptera to 
Vällingby: The Discourse on Individuality and 
Community in Sweden (1931-54). Footprint 
#9, 5(2), pg.5.

14. Mack, J. S., 2013. New Swedes in the 
New Town. In: K. Cupers, ed. 2013. Use 
Matters: An Alternative History of Architecture. 
Oxon: Routledge. pg.122.

15. Creagh, L., 2011. From acceptera to 
Vällingby: The Discourse on Individuality and 
Community in Sweden (1931-54). Footprint 
#9, 5(2), pg.12.

16. Mack, J. S., 2013. New Swedes in the 
New Town. In: K. Cupers, ed. 2013. Use 
Matters: An Alternative History of Architecture. 
Oxon: Routledge. pg.122.

FIG.87-90. Following Page Left Top: 
Giambattista Nolli’s plan of Rome of 
1748 (Giambattista Nolli). Below: A close 
up view of Nolli’s plan showing internal 
public space drawn as a continuum 
of internal and external public space 
(Giambattista Nolli). Following Page 
Right Top: My Nolli plan of the Byker 
redevelopment drawn onto the surface 
of my dining table at 3 Kendal Green. 
Below: A close up view of hobby spaces 
drawn as public space.



144



145



146



147



148

In his 1938 book Culture of Cities, Lewis Mumford observed and 
advocated the communality of medieval cities, where the home was 
complimented by collective public facilities. Translated into Swedish in 
1942, this book became influential to Åhrén and Markelius,17 and by 
extension to Erskine who later regularly made reference to the influence 
of Swedish medieval town layout on his work.18 In planning Vallingby 
new town, built in 1954 on the outskirts of Stockholm, Sven Markelius 
took inspiration from Mumford’s ideas, proposing that neighbourhoods 
be designed to incorporate provision for work and housing laid out 
around a common centre. This became known as the ABC model; 
Arbete - Bostad - Centrum; Labour - Housing - Centre. The ‘centrum’ 
was a town centre that offered a range of ‘service functions’, such as 
learning centres, shopping, social clubs and other recreational facilities. 
It was envisaged as a collective public space to foster interaction 
between citizens, and do at the scale of a town what the collective 
houses had achieved by way of blurring distinctions between public 
and private spaces, leading Lucy Creagh to claim that ‘[Vallingby] 
represents Social Democratic welfare policy at its zenith in Sweden’.19

In 1965, Sweden’s Social Democratic Party launched The Million 
Programme, which took Vallingby as a key model. The Programme was 
a welfare state housing project intended to address housing shortages 
and poor standards, and in doing so encourage a more equitable 
society through the provision of affordable housing. As a key feature of 
Million Program neighbourhoods the ‘centrum’ marked a significant shift 
in the Swedish psyche, its publicness was to become representative of 
a new sense of national identity. Jennifer Mack observes that while the 
centrums were intended to promote purposeful leisure pursuits, they 
played a larger social role, reconfiguring the relationship between public 
and private, blurring these distinctions in such a way as to break down 
distinctions between individuals and the collective,20 quoting Hans-
Erland Heineman’s study of Swedish New Towns in 1975:

In pre-war Sweden the two were strictly separated - the 
public street and the private home were two different 
worlds. In Sweden today, almost all community functions 
are... characterised by fluid boundaries between public 
and private, the general and the individual… These 
attitudes are to be seen... as a general protest against 
the propensity of the affluent society to think in terms 
of belongings and possessions, rather than services, 
contacts and personality development.21

In tracing the emergence of the architectural and social principles 
behind the development of Vallingby, Creagh concludes that: 

In Sweden, unlike Britain, neighbourhood planning was 
not about reconstruction per se, but as Henrik Widmark 
has noted, a ’mental reconstruction’, about the shaping of 
citizens who would identify themselves with the project of 
the welfare state through their membership of the group at 
a range of scales - of the family, the study group, the club, 
the neighbourhood, the co-operative, the folkhem’.22

17. Creagh, L., 2011. From acceptera to 
Vällingby: The Discourse on Individuality and 
Community in Sweden (1931-54). Footprint 
#9, 5(2), pg.12.

18. Erskine, R., 1997. Erskine, Ralph. 
National Life Story Collection: Architects’ 
Lives. Interviewed by Jill Lever. Drottningholm, 
Sweden, 23 January 1997.

19. Creagh, L., 2011. From acceptera to 
Vällingby: The Discourse on Individuality and 
Community in Sweden (1931-54). Footprint 
#9, 5(2), pg.20.

20. Mack, J. S., 2013. New Swedes in the 
New Town. In: K. Cupers, ed. 2013. Use 
Matters: An Alternative History of Architecture. 
Oxon: Routledge. pg.127.

21. Mack, J. S., 2013. New Swedes in the 
New Town. In: K. Cupers, ed. 2013. Use 
Matters: An Alternative History of Architecture. 
Oxon: Routledge. pg.128.

FIG.90. Previous Page: The completed Nolli 
plan drawn on my dining table.

22. Creagh, L., 2011. From acceptera to 
Vällingby: The Discourse on Individuality and 
Community in Sweden (1931-54). Footprint 
#9, 5(2), pg.20.
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The shared public spaces of centrums supported purposeful spare 
time activity, and facilitated a social programme which introduced 
Swedes to a modern and communal society, resulting in the creation of 
new citizens.

Natasha Vall also highlights a distinction between Newcastle and the 
Swedish context, where a large proportion of housing was delivered 
and managed by housing associations which embodied the co-
operative ideal and its principles. These housing associations often 
embraced high levels of tenant participation, including budgetary 
decisions and maintenance decisions devolved to resident control. 
This was a concept that was viewed unenthusiastically and with some 
suspicion by local authorities in the UK, particularly labour controlled 
authorities who saw housing associations as middle class and for 
those harbouring ‘Tory leanings’, preferring instead to retain control 
over their housing estates. As a result, housing management tended 
to defer to the bureaucracy of local authority, rather than enabling the 
participation and co-management of residents.23 

Informed by this model of spatial ownership, within a society shaped 
to occupy public space, Erskine’s early intentions were that the 
hobby rooms be controlled and managed by residents, and indeed 
it seems that there was little bureaucratic oversight of these spaces 
by the Housing Department, beyond passing keys to residents 
in the early days after their completion. However, instead of pro-
active management by either residents or the Council, the hobby 
rooms appear to have been overseen by neither. The catalysation of 
formalised social structures, such as tenant and resident associations, 
during the redevelopment process reveals the attempts made by 
Erskine’s team to encourage the kind of social ownership of public 
space experienced in Sweden, however as early as 1976, Ravetz 
notes that these associations operated most successfully in uncleared 
areas of the estate and that ‘their active members relapse into private 
life once they get a new house - one of the penalties of successful 
rehousing’.24 Since then, residents with access to a hobby rooms have 
largely treated them as an extension of the private realm, as additional 
storage space, or for personal pursuits. While the few hobby rooms 
that have been used successfully on a co-operative level have been 
overseen by a formalised group or club, such as the photography 
workshop, or the sewing circle. 

It seems as though the hobby rooms have largely remained a private 
form of domestic space, slipping in translation from a Swedish context, 
and while it could be argued that there is nothing inherently problematic 
with such a model, coupled with a lack of managerial oversight to 
reassign hobby rooms when residents move or stop using them, the 
use of the hobby rooms has progressively declined. What is less 
apparent from this initial investigation into this decline is whether it is 
attributable to a decline in demand for such space, or symptomatic 
of the lack of accessibility to the hobby rooms, which is preventing 
thier use. This distinction is key to understanding the underlying issues 
behind the vacancy, and in many cases dereliction, of the hobby 
rooms, and is a question that the interventions and research seeks 

23. Vall, N., 2012. Social Engineering and 
Participation in Anglo-Swedish Housing 
1945-1976: Ralph Erskine’s Vernacular Plan. 
Planning Perspectives, 28(2), pg.238.

24. Ravetz, A., 1976. Housing at Byker, 
Newcastle upon Tyne. The Architects’ Journal, 
163 (14 April 1976), pg.742.



150

to address. Furthermore, these investigations in the complex issues 
of ownership regarding the hobby rooms also connect into broader 
contemporary questions about the ownership and occupation of 
public space, and the relationship between private and public life 
in contemporary society. As such, there is value in investigating the 
decline in the use and accessibility of the hobby rooms as symptomatic 
of a wider erosion of public space, the retreat of public life and the 
expanding privatisation of public space, that uses the private sector to 
deliver, manage, and increasingly police, public spaces within British 
cities, and reframes public life as a mode of capitalist consumption 
rather than interpersonal relations.25

The increasing individuality of society plays a key role, and is evident 
in Byker. Prior to the redevelopment, communality was part of life, 
whether children playing on back streets, street parties for occasions 
of national celebration, multi-generational families sharing houses or 
living on the same street, albeit necessitated by low-incomes and poor 
working conditions.26 However, as Ravetz notes, the post-war years in 
the UK witnessed growing social individuality, and the emergence of a 
consumer culture. People aspired to owning a house and a car, with 
‘mod-cons’, such as televisions and washing machines. It is likely that 
this cultural aspiration, for a family home, as much as a dislike of tower 
blocks, drove the demand for low-rise houses with gardens in the 
designs for Byker’s redevelopment. With its residents aspiring to greater 
self-sufficiency and the increased privacy of the domestic sphere, it 
could be argued that Byker was designed to support community whilst 
simultaneously instigating and enabling its erosion.27 It is in this context 
that the condition of the hobby rooms as public space should be 
considered.

As well as questioning the publicness and accessibility of the hobby 
rooms, the Nolli plan proposes the possibility of considering other 
public spaces around Byker as extensions of the hobby rooms, or as 
hobby rooms in their own right, with the potential to support informal 
and productive activity in multiple spaces of varying form. In doing 
so, the drawing looks beyond the hobby room as defined by the 
typologies of rooms present in Byker, inviting a re-consideration of 
what constitutes a hobby room beyond their existing definition; their 
physical presence as a room. As a study of the existing variety in the 
different spaces already considered as hobby rooms, the plans and 
internal elevations of the hobby rooms were drawn separately from 
original drawings of the redevelopment, revealing a number of distinct 
typologies of hobby room within the existing classification. Accordingly, 
the exploration of the hobby rooms raises the question of whether 
the hobby rooms can provide a framework to explore the use and 
management of public space across Byker.

Through reflection on the Nolli plan, two interconnected issues of the 
hobby rooms are brought to the fore, firstly through their conception as 
public space, issues of ownership and management are highlighted, 
while secondly the form and provision of hobby space is also brought 
into question. Both of these issues underpin my investigations of the 
hobby rooms and interventions into their use.

26. Blundell-Jones, P., and Canniffe, E., 2007. 
Modern Architecture Through Case Studies 
1945-1990. Oxford: Elsevier. pg.147.

25. The shifts in understanding of public life 
and public space will be revisited through the 
course of the thesis in relation to the hobby 
rooms. This investigation is informed by 
literature including: Sennett. R., 1977. The Fall 
of Public Man. Reprint 2002. London: Penguin 
Books; Minton, A., Ground Control: Fear and 
Happiness in the Twenty-First-Century City. 
London: Penguin Books; and Harvey, D., 
2000. Spaces of Hope. Berkeley: University of 
California Press.

27. Ravetz, A., 2001. Council Housing and 
Culture: The History of a Social Experiment. 
Oxon: Routledge. pg.172, 180.
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The drawing describes an approach to practice

While the content of the Nolli plan is significant for my investigations into 
the hobby rooms, providing a platform for further explorations of their 
condition, the form of the drawing is of equal significance in manifesting 
and reflecting on my approach to architectural practice. This form 
enables and embodies a situated approach to practice, and in the 
particularities of its construction it conveys a series of clues about the 
modes and boundaries of this approach to drawing that influence and 
affect the approach of the architect. 

In his paper on researching through drawing, Jonathan Hill considers 
the architect and the drawing to be intertwined; ‘the architect and 
the drawing are twins. Independent they are representative of the 
same idea’,28 he claims. Resulting from this interconnection between 
architect and drawing, Adam Sharr argues that ‘buildings, spaces and 
documents can be read for their insights into the values of the cultures 
and individuals that made them’,29 inviting us to consider the approach 
of the practitioner through its manifestation in the artefacts of their 
practice. However, not only can we read drawings for their insights but 
we can also develop new knowledge about architecture, as well as 
new approaches to its creation through developing alternative drawn 
expressions. In her investigation of the unintentional marks of technical 
drawing, Justine Clark expresses the view that by exploring the drawing 
we can speculate on practice itself, ‘to attend to such marks... is to 
consider different ways of looking, different approaches to drawing, 
and by extension to architecture’.30 Approaching the same issue from 
the other side, Clare Cardinal-Pett quotes the work of Naomi Schor 
to argue that conventional drawing practices resist change within the 
profession, declaring that; ‘architecture remains intransigent to the 
extent that its everyday practices are bound and gagged’.31

In his anthropological exploration of architects’ drawing practices, 
Edward Robbins identifies that the uses to which drawing has been put 
over time have been associated with the transformation of the cultural 
and social organisation of architectural practice. He observes that, from 
the ancients to the Middle ages, shifts in the use of drawing presaged 
subsequent changes in the way architecture was produced. These 
changes culminated in the new cultural and social status accorded the 
gentleman architect of the Renaissance. This last transformation of the 
architect from craftsperson to artist was accompanied and, arguably, 
made possible by the new centrality and importance of drawing as a 
critical instrument of architectural creation and production.32 It is through 
reflection on the form of my own ‘Nolli’ drawing that I intend to explore 
the potentials offered by a site based approach to architectural practice.

Giambattista Nolli’s original plan was engraved onto 12 individual 
copper plates with a combined size of 176 x 208cm.33 As it is drawn 
directly onto the surface of the dining table in my home in 3 Kendal 
Green, my Nolli plan occupies a similar area. The table, purchased 
a few years earlier in a second-hand shop in Byker, was prepared in 
anticipation of the drawing first by sanding the surface veneer, and 
then by varnishing. The drawing was inscribed with Rotring technical 

28. Hill, J., 2006. Drawing Research. The 
Journal of Architecture, 31(3), pg.330.

29. Sharr, A. ed., 2012. Reading Architecture 
and Culture. Oxon: Routledge. pg.4.

30. Clark, J., 1996. Smudges, Smears and 
Adventitious Marks. Interstices: Journal of 
Architecture and Related Arts, [online] Available 
at: <http://www.interstices.auckland.ac.nz/i4/
thehtml/papers/clark/front.htm> [Accessed 16 
October 2012].

31. Cardinal-Pett, C., 1996. Detailing. In: S. 
Wigglesworth, ed. 1996. Desiring Practices: 
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pens, a tool synonymous with architectural practice for 50 years. The 
pens were filled with white ink to provide adequate contrast to the dark 
timber, yet in doing so make reference to architectural blueprints in their 
inversion. Once dried, the ink is effectively permanent, any effort to 
remove it is awkward, and this immediately situates the drawing on the 
table’s surface.

The table represents the intersection of work and life

The choice of inscribing the drawing on my dining room table is inspired 
by the work of Sarah Wigglesworth and Jeremy Till at their self-built 
home and office at 9/10 Stock Orchard Street. They have argued that 
their house embodies an exploration of combining living and working, 
and the resulting impact on the uncertain personal identities associated 
with these two states. The building has been laid out on an L-shaped 
plan with the dining room at the junction between the two wings. It is 
a point around which the dual functions of living and working revolve 
and where these two programmes overlap. Within the dining room, a 
large table manifests the collision and overlap of these two aspects 
of their lives. During the day the table operates as a conference table 
and during the evening as a dining table. According to Wigglesworth, 
remnants of rituals of life and practice litter the table at the wrong times, 
bringing domesticity to meetings and work concerns into the home, 
and in doing so act as a manifestation of fading distinctions between 
their social and professional personas:

At no time can the Dining Table be said exclusively to 
represent one side of life more than another.34

A key drawing, created prior to the design and realisation of Stock 
Orchard Street - showing three plans of a dining table before, during 
and after a meal - influenced the layout of the final building, whilst 
also serving to represent Wigglesworth and Till’s theorisation of the  
inclusion of the unmanaged everyday in the design and production 
of architecture.35 In a similar way, my dining table drawing both 
contains information regarding the spatial relationships of a particular 
architectural artefact, and is representative of a way of thinking about 
the production of architecture.

Egelius identified within Erskine’s personal approach to his practice, a 
similar integration of his personal life. While my primary focus is on the 
approach represented by the office in Byker, when we look at Erskine’s 
houses we can see a similar interweaving of personal and professional. 
In his first house, the Box, Erskine worked on a desk that folded out of 
the cupboards at the back of the single room which also acted as a 
living and sleeping space. Later, during the early 1950s, the Erskines 
rented a house in Stockholm from which Ralph also ran his office, until, 
in the face of growing success, the practice outgrew this space. For 
a time in the late 1950s a converted Thames barge played host to 
the practices’ office until, in 1963, Erskine designed and constructed 
a house and office in Drottnigholm, where he was to stay for the 
remainder of his working life. Egelius writes of this house that: 

34. Wigglesworth, S., 2011. Ordinariness and 
Perfection. In: S. Wigglesworth, ed. 2011. 
Around and About Stock Orchard Street. 
Oxon: Routledge. pp.61-71.

35. Wigglesworth, S. and Till, J., 1998. Table 
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FIG.91-93. Right: Wigglesworth and Till’s 
drawing of their dining table, increasing 
in disorder, finally informing the layout of 
the plan of their home at Stock Orchard 
Street (Sarah Wigglesworth). Below: 
The dining table sits in the completed 
building, between home and office, 
hosting traces of the rituals of both 
(Siobhan Davies, Ben Blossom).
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The different functions of the house at Drottnigholm 
are closely integrated. Work and leisure are naturally 
intertwined. His drawing board stands in the centre of a 
large, double-height space in which one eats, relaxes and 
amuses oneself.36

The sociable nature of his approach was also recognised by Peter 
Collymore, who recalls that:

The atmosphere in Erskine’s office is closely related to his 
personality: free-ranging discussion at tea around a kitchen 
table is directed loosely, somewhat similar to a Quaker 
meeting perhaps where the members of the meeting 
speak when moved to do so, and there is no structure to 
the discussion.37

Within architectural practice more broadly, the table plays a significant 
role, made apparent by Robbins in his aforementioned study. It is 
common practice within an architect’s office for architects and other 
parties to gather around drawings spread out on the table to talk 
about them, make design changes, and agree on future action, thus 
the drawing and the table together play a role as a site of collectivity 
and discussion.38 Collymore’s recollection of this site of professional 
discussion occurring around the kitchen table, typically synonymous 
with social gatherings of friends and family, draws attention to the 
role of the table, and its different functions, which in Erskine’s work 
becomes representative of the intertwining of varying identities.

For Wigglesworth and Till as well as Erskine conducting meetings 
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38. Robbins, E., 1997. Why Architects Draw. 
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FIG.94-96. Opposite Page: Erskine’s 
workspace in his home in Drottningholm 
occupies the same volume as the living 
and dining space, ordered around 
the fireplace which can be rotated to 
warm specific areas as desired by the 
occupant (Albert Hill and Matt Gibberd). 
This Page Right: Erskine working at his 
fold down desk in his Box house (Ruth 
Erskine). Below: The living space at 
Drottningholm, with Erskine’s dining 
table visible in the bottom corner (Albert 
Hill and Matt Gibberd).
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around a kitchen table in the manner of a social gathering, the table, as 
a social and professional site, becomes emblematic of the overlap of 
two aspects of life which are often kept separate, beginning to merge 
and influence one another.  

Robbins also notes that the role the table plays as a site of creation as 
well as discussion. As the place where architects’ designs and visions 
begin to materialise and be communicated, the drawing table is a key 
site of production.  According to Robin Evans; ‘drawing in architecture 
is not done after nature but prior to construction; it is not so much 
produced by reflection on the reality outside drawing, as productive of a 
reality that will end up outside the drawing’.39

This productive site of the drawing table plays a mediating role 
between vision and building. It is the place where the imaginations of 
the architect become connected to the realities of building through 
a scaled interpretation. According to Paul Emmons, by supporting 
drawing, the table becomes a place where the architect’s embodied 
perception of space is projected into a new design, a process 
facilitated through the use of scaled representation of plans, sections 
and elevations.40 The use of scale in drawing, according to Emmons, 
creates a link between the architect’s embodied experience of space 
and existing spatial relationships and phenomena, and the projected 
spatiality of the imagined design. 

The role of the drawing to establish a connection between the architect 
and site finds its origins in a long culture of site-based drawing within 
architecture, with the table at its centre.

Historical site drawing practices and embodied experience

In contemporary practice, scaled drawing is the architect’s main 
communication tool and, in many ways, their primary direct output, as 
they are not responsible for the actual construction of their designs. 
However, the emergence of architectural drawing can be traced back 
to historic site-based practices. Paul Emmons describes how the form 
of scale drawing that we employ today originated in the Renaissance 
when architects started to move away from site as they became 
equipped to articulate their designs on paper. The contemporary 
practices of measured architectural drawing, have evolved from 
practices which were an interpretation of the pre-Renaissance process 
of pacing out a design directly onto the site for which it was intended. 
The process would begin with a levelled construction site, upon which 
knotted ropes would be pegged out at regular intervals to create a 
rudimentary 1:1 scale drawing of the plan of the building. From this 
projected footprint the structure of the building would be constructed, 
literally ‘drawn up’ from the ground to form interiors and elevations.41

According to Marco Frascari, the horizontal surface of the drawing table 
acts as a representation of the building site prepared for construction. 
On it the paper, similarly prepared, receives lines which mark the 
plan, tracing the footprint of the building, and then the ‘drawing up’ of 
the elevation vertically.42 Early scaled drawings contained a scale bar 
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representative of a fixed length of knotted rope, and measurements 
were made on the drawing by pacing its surface with a set of dividers, 
reminiscent of the pacing of a site. The practice of pacing was used 
right up until the end of the nineteenth century when the technique of 
using a scale rule to measure directly onto the paper started to replace 
the use of dividers.43

Clare Cardinal-Pett also describes the site-located medieval process 
of detailing, done in so-called tracing houses. The tracing house was 
typically the first structure built at a cathedral site and it protected 
a plaster floor into which designers inscribed and reworked detail 
templates. New layers of plaster were cast over mistakes to allow for 
revisions to the design.44 This practice was more recently echoed in 
the work of twentieth century architect Carlo Scarpa, who pasted his 
drawings to his drawing board and glued new paper over mistakes and 
details that he wanted to alter before redrawing them. 

For Emmons, the direct bodily encounter of architect and site is 
central to the production of architecture, where the body plays a vital 
measuring role in the perception and imagination of space. The use 
of scale retains a reference to this historical embodied approach, 
however he argues that by tracing the development of the architectural 
drawing from site-based activity to today’s virtual representation through 
CAD (Computer Aided Design) software, we can chart an increasing 
disconnection of the architect from a bodily engagement with site. 
Though removed from site, early drawing practices continued to 
evoke site practices and, in doing so, maintained an understanding 
of the connection between body and site.45 Today with our use of 
CAD, drawings are created without reference to a specific scale, as 
they are created in a virtual context where the person producing the 
drawing is constantly zooming in and out crossing a series of scales in 
fractions of a second. Only once completed is the drawing printed to 
scale, however this acknowledgement of scale remains lacking within 
the process, it has been argued. The result is a further divorce from 
a bodily connection to site. Marco Frascari argues that ‘architecture 

43. Emmons, P., 2005. Size Matters: Virtual 
Scale and Bodily Imagination in Architectural 
Drawing. Architectural Research Quarterly, 
9(3), pp.227-235.
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London: Black Dog Publishing Ltd. pp.88-105.

FIG.97. Below: A drawing by John Harvey 
that records residual marks on the 
tracing floor of York Minster. The plaster 
floor of the minster allowed masons 
to set out their cutting designs (John 
Harvey).

45. Emmons, P., 2011. Drawing sites : : Site 
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itself is not disembodied, but arises from the coalescing of our brain 
and bodily experiences’. He continues, claiming that ‘the very structure 
of our thinking comes from the embodiment that takes place in 
architecture’.46 It is clear that we do not experience space in the purely 
Cartesian way that is reserved for the building process but rather from 
sensual experience, which begins with the interaction of body and built 
environment. Architect, theorist and phenomenologist Juhani Pallasmaa 
declares ‘I confront the city with my body; my legs measure the length 
of the arcade and the width of the square... I experience myself in the 
city, and the city exists through my embodied experience’.47 In charting 
the growing divide of architect and site, Emmons argues that the 
architect has increasingly lost the ‘empathetic bodily projection that is 
critical to imagining a future edifice’.48

By drawing on site, the architect develops a phenomenological, that 
is an experiential, connection to the site of their operation, one which 
aids the process of imagining and visualising alternative futures for that 
site. Our ability to imagine architecture, buildings and spaces is aided 
by our own bodily experience of the world, our memories of scale, 
touch, temperature, sound, etc, if we lose touch with the scale of our 
body, and its relation to site in the projection of a new intervention, then 
ones ability to imagine and design for the future habitation of users is 
impaired. By employing new forms of drawing in-situ, architects can 
restore this direct engagement with the spatial and material qualities of 
site, as well as provide alternative perspectives on the site of their work, 
which in turn influence the expression of their designs.

It is important to note at this point that the Nolli plan itself is a reflective 
rather than projective drawing, in the sense that it describes spatial 
organisation without an attempt to plan interventions. However, the 
approach taken in the development of the Nolli plan establishes a 
drawing approach that addresses the physical distance between 
architect and site that is present within conventional drawing practices. 
Furthermore, this approach to drawing is one that has continued to 
be employed, explored and developed throughout my subsequent 
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FIG.98. Right: Medieval masons plotting 
out the site with the use of dividers 
(Matthew Paris).
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Contemporary site drawing practices

More contemporaneously to Erskine, for Rod Hackney, and his resident 
architects of the 1970s and 80s, the process of drawing on site 
aided the design process by supporting a greater sensitivity to the 
particularities of a site:

We insist that our architects, a lot of people, live and work 
on site so that they actually do the drawing within the 
building if it is a rehab, or on the site if it is a new building. 
So they actually pick up the rhythms of the site and the 
work.49

Though site drawing practices have long since stopped being 
predominant in architectural pracitce, there are contemporary forms of 
drawing in-situ which do play a role in conventional practice. 

Perhaps most widely acknowledged are the rough sketches and marks 
which are made on a construction site and which are used to mediate 
between the intentions of the contract drawings and the realities of 
buildability in the unfolding of a design on site. Observed by Prue Chiles 
and Carolyn Butterworth, these sketches are used collaboratively by 
architect and builder as a common language of communication.50 
These drawings are non-hierarchical, working not to reinforce social 
and professional disconnections, but rather supportive of a common 
venture. These marks strip away the protectionist conventions 
of conventional architectural drawings to provide a more honest 
visualisation of the contemporary nature of architectural realisation and 
occupation, as something collaborative between architects and others, 
rather than the myth of the architect as hero and creative genius. 

These marks made on site represent a secondary aspect of 
architectural drawing, while I have proposed that the embodied nature 
of situated drawing affects the way in which a practitioner might 
approach the design process, drawing the embodied experience 
of inhabitation into the projection of future interventions, the marks 
observed by Chiles and Butterworth address the subsequent role of 
architectural drawing in communicating between the architect and 
builder. In Chapter 5 I will expand further on the way that situated 
drawing alters this aspect of professional practice by establishing a 
closer relationship between architect and maker.

However, at this point, the situated marks of construction, along with 
the Nolli plan, serve to highlight the way that drawing practices and 
positionality, both spatial and social, are interrelated in their expressions. 
For the practitioner, the expression of the first reflects the realities of the 
second, so that the mode of drawing adopted echoes and establishes 
their social position.

49. Robbins, E., 1997. Why Architects Draw. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
pg.272.

50. Chiles, P. and Butterworth, C., 2011. Field 
Diaries. In: S. Ewing, J. Michael McGowan, 
C. Speed and V. Clare Bernie, eds. 2011. 
Architecture and Field/Work. Oxon: Routledge. 
pg.133-135.

activities in relation to the hobby rooms and in response to a number 
of speculations and interventions. The issues and concerns of situated 
drawing are taken up at key points through these interventions, to 
investigate the broader possibilities of site-based drawing.

FIG.99. Following Page: A composite photo 
of the dining table drawing, consisting 
of a series of photographs of the table 
surface taken at different moments 
in the drawings’ development and 
overlayed.
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FIG.100-131. This Page and Previous Page: 
Left to Right, the development of the 
dining table drawing, photographed from 
above.
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FIG.132-133. Following Page Left: A drawing 
for the construction of a camera stand 
to enable me to photograph the dining 
table from above. Right: The camera 
stand mounted in my dining room.
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As well as re-establishing a connection between site and architect, the 
process of drawing in-situ affects the form which the drawing takes. 
This acknowledgement offers an insight into the impacts of site based 
forms of knowledge which are overlooked in conventional forms of 
drawing, but which have the potential to be made manifest.

Throughout the duration of my time in Byker, the use of the dining 
table, both for drawing and socialising, has been recorded through 
photographs from above at varying intervals of time, taken by a 
camera mounted over the table. The resulting images record the 
overlaps of the personal and professional which occur on the dining 
table, representative of the experience whereby living and relating 
socially influence the professional response of drawing, designing and 
ultimately building, and vice-versa. In addition these photographs allow 
for reflection on the development of the drawing across this duration. 
Inscribed as it is on the surface of my dining table, the drawing’s 
immobility, in addition to its primary function as my dining table, render 
it place bound, unlike a sheet of paper. This means that not only does 
it have to be drawn on site, it has to be read on site causing observers 
to also engage with the site of its production. The composition of the 
Nolli plan on the table has been deliberately modified to manifest this 
situatedness. 

To begin with, the position of the dining table geographically, 
representative of my position of residence in Byker, was drawn at the 
centre of the table itself. This orientating of the plan around my own 
location established the central proposition of my work, which is that it 
is centred on my place of residence. Having started the drawing at the 
centre I worked out from that position, drawing surrounding buildings 
at an ever-increasing distance. The drawing grew organically outwards, 
inconsistently in patches and clusters of buildings, over a period of 3 
months between August to October 2012. This activity ran concurrent 
with my personal, ongoing discovery of Byker by way of visits to 
friends, walks through and around the area, and conversations with 
other residents. 

This process of drawing is therefore interconnected with my own 
knowledge of the site of my operation which is incomplete, yet 
growing. The connection between my position and the construction 
of the drawing acknowledges that, as professionals, our perspective 
is influenced by the position we establish for ourselves. The drawing 
reveals a relationship between the operation of the practitioner and their 
site of work, one that is not neutral but dependent, reflecting the inter-
relation between location and knowledge that Jane Rendell identifies 
when she claims ‘where I am makes a difference to who I can be and 
what I know’.51

The growth of the drawing was recorded and visualised by running 
together the photographs taken of the process from above, to produce 
a time-lapse film, from which I have extracted a filmstrip. This illustrates 
the situated practitioner’s recognition that their knowledge of the spatial 

The situated drawing reflects situated knowledge

51. Rendell, J., 2006. Architecture Writing. The 
Journal of Architecture, 10(3), pp.256.



169

The form of the dining table drawing visualises the impact which 
situation has on knowledge, distinguishing between centres and 
margins, and the privilaging of perspectival views. The underpinning of 
practice by knowledge and perspective is central to the understanding 
of situated practice, founded on the view that knowledge is situated 
within, and produced by, a specific physical, social, political and 
economic context. Knowledge is produced by subjective perspectives 
from within as well as objective views from without. 

The embrace of situated perspectives has been consolidated by 
feminist theory, critiquing a universal subject position and arguing that 
subjective realities are formed by uneven power relations, gendered 
relations, ethnicities and the local specificities of geo-political forces.
The work of post-structuralist feminists challenged the dualistic 
relations, or categorisations, between ‘self’ and ‘other’, where ‘others’ 
are disempowered in relation to the subjective viewpoint of the 

Situated knowledges

52. Ching, F., 2003. Architectural Graphics. 
4th ed. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

social, and political realities of their site of operation is not uniform but 
allows the potential for this knowledge to grow over time and through 
continued immersion in the site.

The compositional photograph in Fig.99, helps to further illustrate this 
point. A number of photographs of the table, taken from above, have 
been overlaid and given a degree of transparency. The result is a 
variation to the intensity of the drawn content, areas of higher intensity, 
closer to the centre, reflect a greater familiarity with the site which 
diminishes the further from the centre of the drawing, or the further from 
my position, you go.

Being an architectural site drawing, the plan was drawn to a scale 
of 1:1000. There are standard scales for an architectural drawing, 
site plans are usually drawn at 1:1000 or 1:500, while building plans 
tend to be drawn at 1:100 or 1:50, and details drawn at 1:10 or 
1:5. However, the choice of scale is often a negotiation between the 
information being represented and the size of the paper intended to 
hold the drawing.52 If a site being represented at 1:500 will not fit onto 
the designated piece paper the architect may choose to present the 
drawing at 1:1000 instead. Typically, having selected a scale to suit 
the paper an architect will then proceed to layout the site plan centrally 
on the drawing sheet. This process of centralising and rationalising the 
site plan gives the architect the illusion of control through an unbiased 
view from above of the entire site. This process treats sites with an 
unrealistic equivalence, failing to recognise the gaps, or black spots, 
in our vision, whether they be literally spatial or more subjectively 
political. In the case of my Nolli plan, however, with the centre already 
set, the remainder of the drawing progressed outwards, irrespective 
of the relationship of the size of the plan or the table. The result is that 
areas of the plan of the redevelopment literally fall off the drawing, sites 
beyond my vision and awareness which stand as a reminder of my 
partial perspective on the site, and a corrective to the ‘all-knowing-eye’ 
of professional expertise.
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dominant ‘self’ which, through its strategic hold on power, positions 
itself as the norm, distributing others by degrees of difference.
Beginning with the experience of women, these critiques have 
broadened to give voice to other peripheral positions, those bodies 
excluded through ethnic, gender or natural difference.53 By drawing 
attention to, and validating, the experience and insights of marginalised 
individuals and groups, they contain a critique of power relations, 
revealing and acknowledging the operations of power between these 
dominant institutions and structures. In the case of architecture, 
this distinction occurs in the process of spatial production, whereby 
the architect, and affiliated experts, maintain a privileged position 
established through the formation and configuration of architecture as a 
profession,54 in contrast, the spatial operations of users and inhabitants, 
are seen as illegitimate or are overlooked, invalidating their agency in 
this process and establishing a hierarchy of power between architects 
and users.

The position of ‘others’ offer situated knowledges gained through 
experiences of specific social, political, gendered or ethnic positions.
Donna Haraway’s influential text on the partial perspectives of 
subjectivity revealed how these modes of understanding do not 
conform to the pattern of knowledge generation gained through 
objective, or empirical means, setting out a foundation for a growing 
body of investigation into the contribution of subjectivity and its 
contribution to understanding our world.55

Feminist theory draws attention to the value of site based forms 
of knowledge, forms which arise from individual and communal 
subjectivities; perceptions which depend on positionality, built up of 
lived experiences, personal interactions, and cultural histories.
The influence of these spatially configured modes of knowing, which 
draw on the relations between location, experience and knowledge, 
has been drawn into the practice of architecture to influence the 
development of ‘altered’ practices affected by their proximity to site, 
client, political structures, institutions and ecologies.56

A situated approach to practice acknowledges these particular forms 
of knowledge, operating to reveal multiple subjectivities generated 
from lived experience and seeking to incorporate the transformational 
possibilities offered by these alternative positions and operations into 
subsequent action. Operating from ‘within’, situated practices draw in 
an understanding of the multiple contexts within which they operate, 
allowing these alternative, and localised, modes of operation to 
influence their trajectory, resisting top-down, externalised approaches 
which treat sites according to distant and supposedly objective 
criteria. As well as unearthing site-based knowledges, working in a 
situated way demands working with an awareness of your multiple 
subjectivities and shifting identities, changes which further influence 
interventions. The architect Mel Dodd, who founded muf_aus, a branch 
of the socially engaged art-architecture collective muf, echoes the 
acknowledgement of the architect’s multiple identities emerging out of 
distinct roles. She advocates a purposeful adoption of this variety within 
practice. Dodd terms one of these roles ‘the local’ where the architect 
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adopts the position of the user by temporarily enabling an empathetic 
relationship between themselves within a community. Through taking 
up this position Dodd argues that a hybrid knowledge can emerge 
between the codified and homogenous expertise of architectural 
training, and the variations of site based realities:

It’s important to maintain an understanding of our own extra 
knowledge... we swap places backwards and forwards 
[with local people] in a way that both acknowledges some 
of the things that we have within our training that are 
special, but also acknowledges what other people have 
in their knowledge and experience that’s special. In that 
process you thicken up the content.57

Through the production her own situated drawing, that traces the 
changing shadow patterns produced by a decorative gate over a 
period of 5 hours, artist Brigid McLeer argues that acknowledging the 
presence of the body in the production of spatial drawings reveals 
the contingencies of spatial practice that inform our perception and 
direct our response to sites of practice.58 Emma Cocker observes 
therefore, that the drawing plays a role in connecting the practitioner 
to the contexts in which they are embedded, and the physical, social 
and political forces which inform, direct and limit the body’s occupation 
of such a space.59 Furthermore, McLeer proposes that the practitioner 
becomes an agent within the site, active through their occupation as 
opposed to a passive observer.60 Drawing on site therefore provides an 
influential agency that emerges from within the conditions of site, rather 
than being imposed from without, whether through inhabitation in the 
production of drawing itself, or actions that the drawing informs.

Situated drawing enables and reflects an approach to practice that 
re-establishes a connection between body and site, which operates 
to reverse the distancing role of professional modes of representation 
that abstract the spatial and social issues of site, and re-instills practice 
with a direct, experiential bodily engagement which is productive in the 
conception and pursuit of a design. Through acknowledging this direct 
relationship between practitioner and the site of their work, site based 
drawing practices offer a way to visualise and interweave specifically 
situated knowledges, facilitated through the particular position of the 
practitioner, with the expert knowledges of the professional practices 
of the architect. These forms of knowledge are made manifest and 
accessed  through the production of situated drawings, as seen in the 
exploration of the social conditions of hobby rooms enabled by the 
production of the Nolli plan. However, this knowledge is augmented by 
a reflection on the contingent context within which the practitioner is 
positioned, bringing to the fore issues of occupation, environment and 
structures of power that inform and restrict social relations.

By enabling a reflection on the interrelation between drawing 
approaches and values of practice, the situated Nolli plan provides a 
foundation upon which to establish a specific approach to drawing and 
practice, through which a series of practices and actions on site have 
been explored and realised.

57. Hyde, R., 2013. Future Practice: 
Conversations From the Edge of Practice. 
Oxon: Routledge. pg.78
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html> [Accessed 16 October 2012].
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[Accessed 16 October 2012].

60. McLeer, B., 2009. I have drawn away, I 
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Conclusion

My initial engagement with Byker’s hobby rooms has developed to 
provided a site of exploration and intervention. The hobby rooms 
are spaces consistent with Jill Stoner’s description of proposed 
sites of expansion for contemporary architecture, open to adaption, 
intervention, conversion and (mis)use. The particular qualities and 
conditions of the hobby rooms also offer insights into the nature of 
shared and semi-public space, its occupation, use and management. 

My exploration began with a key exploratory drawing, inscribed 
directly onto the surface of my dining table at 3 Kendal Green. As 
well as locating the 66 rooms dotted across the redevelopment and 
highlighting their spatial condition within the wider urban area, this 
situated Nolli plan introduced a way of questioning their condition as 
public or private spaces. As private spaces they offer an extension 
of the domestic sphere, reminiscent of sheds, lofts and garages, 
that are regularly used for the pursuit of hobby interests. However as 
public spaces, intended for communal use, they draw inspiration from 
a culture of shared ownership experienced by Erskine in Sweden. 
Lacking this underlying social structure, the hobby rooms have failed 
to operate consistently as shared spaces in the years since their 
completion. 

Beyond the articulation of information, the form of this drawing 
articulates a specific position toward the practice of architecture. 
The situated Nolli plan takes the conventional tools of architectural 
practice and reveals their implications for the operations of practice 
itself. It draws on the interrelation of architectural practice and 
drawing practices, whereby the values and operations of the first are 
manifested in, and enabled by, the distinct approach of the second. 
While early forms of architectural drawing made on paper enabled a 
spatial distancing from the site of production and construction, they 
also saw the elevation of the architect socially, as an intellectual and 
artist divorced from the grounded realities of spatial production and 
occupation. This separation of architect and site also paved the way 
for the annexing of architectural design, and spatial production, as a 
professional practice, establishing a corresponding separation between 
architect and user. 

By situating the practice of drawing on site, through my position as a 
resident, the dining table drawing establishes a renewed connection 
between my operations as a practitioner and my site of practice. 
Drawn onto my dining table, my architectural practices are deployed 
from a direct engagement with personal, social and habitual practices 
of inhabitation, rooted into a context of ordinary and unremarkable 
everyday practices. It therefore represents the intersection of personal 
and professional practice, echoing the approach of Erskine and 
developing that introduced by Wigglesworth and Till. In doing so, 
it establishes a platform from which to develop a mode of spatially 
situated and socially engaged approach to architectural practice, 
with distinct potentials for the practice of architecture itself. Through 
reflection on this first layer of the table drawing, these possibilities can 



173

be seen to include two particular aspects.

Firstly, the act of situating drawing practices on site establishes a bodily 
engagement with site, providing a way to acknowledge and incorporate  
the embodied nature of architectural design identified by Frascari and 
Emmons, that forms the basis of architectural practice, whereby ideas 
of scale, occupation and experience are informed by the personal 
experiences of the practitioner, and their sensory inhabitation of space. 
Emmons draws attention to the operation of the body on site as a 
mediating tool, allied with scale drawing that replicates site-based 
practices of design. Through situating drawing practices, this sensory 
and self-referential aspect of architectural practice is acknowledged 
and framed ready to take a central role in the process of designing. 
Though not a design drawing in itself, the situated table drawing 
establishes a relationship between practitioner and site and thus 
structures a way of working that I have subsequently built upon to 
inform speculative acts of design and intervention. 

Secondly, the process of situated drawing provides a platform for the 
incorporation of situated forms of knowledge and insight, that have 
the potential to become productive in the development of spatial 
projections and proposals. The table drawing reflects the impact of 
position on knowledge, drawing on feminist theory, and developing 
an architectural approach to incorporate the insights of partial 
perspectives. As such, this drawing process highlights the value of 
insights offered by subjective and marginal perspectives that emerge 
from a direct engagement with the particularities and contradictions 
of site. These site based ways of knowing challenge professionally 
abstracted views of site, represented and enabled by standardised 
drawing conventions, and its spatial and social realities, addressed by 
professional modes of practice. 

Positioned in the realm of the user, my situated practices also offer a 
way to explore contradictions in the operation of power relations in the 
production of architecture, and the contrasting operations of expert and 
non-expert practices in the processes of spatial production, whereby 
the professional structures of the first work to delegitimise the intentions 
of the second in order to maintain a privileged role. Highlighting this 
disparity supports the establishment of a mode of practice that seeks 
to value the particular tools and methods of expert knowledge, while 
confronting the social hierarchy that they support in order to make 
the operations of the expert more accessible and collaborative. Thus 
my situated practices aim to address Till’s critique of community 
architecture, outlined in Chapter 2, for negating the value of expert 
knowledge, whilst maintaining the values of Erskine and his team 
working on site in Byker for the acknowledgement of the experiences, 
desires and agency of users in the production of architecture.

By reflecting on the underuse of the hobby rooms, both individually 
and as shared space, the dining table drawing introduces a question 
regarding the contemporary suitability of such spaces, and the 
condition and extent of everyday hobby practices pursued in Byker 
today.
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The Site as Field: Tracing Everyday 
Hobby Practices

Introduction

Having identified the locations of the hobby rooms and their lack of 
appreciation on the estate, I became interested in questions regarding 
their potential use. It was unclear whether the issues regarding the 
management of the hobby rooms were acting to obscure present day 
demand for access to these spaces, or whether their neglect is partially 
indicative of changing attitudes towards such productive activity. Before 
speculating about the present and future uses of the hobby rooms, it 
was necessary to explore the changing social context regarding hobby 
practices in which they are found.

This chapter proposes augmenting the tools of the architect with 
methods drawn from anthropology in order to make visible the everyday 
rituals, practices and meanings which make up the lived experience of 
a site. Drawing on ethnographic methods, the contemporary conditions 
of hobby practices in the redevelopment were investigated, first by 
mapping the location of hobbies past and present before looking more 
closely at the spatial realities of occupation by which a number of these 
practices appropriate space. This investigation is supported by an 
introduction to the historical emergence of the hobby and its relation 
to the domestic sphere. The consequence is a proposal for hobby 
space, removed from the particular spatial conditions of Byker’s hobby 
rooms. Through these methods, insights into hobby practices become 
productive in the development of architectural interventions. By drawing 
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on a series of spatial tactics offered by a range of contemporary 
precedents, a series of designs are proposed with the potential to 
realise hobby space within Byker.  

In addition, through this process of investigation, a recognition of 
the creative potential of residents expressed through the process of 
occupation emerges, revealing the act of inhabitation as a form of 
architectural production and undermining the architect’s privileged 
role in this process. According to Jonathan Hill, the disconnection 
of architects from the construction site that occurred during the 
Renaissance was echoed by a fundamental shift in the social 
position of the architect. He argues that the move away from site 
fundamentally altered the social position of the architect; instead of 
being one member in a team of anonymous craftsmen, the architect 
became an artistic intellectual, working at distance from the realities 
of the construction site.1 Increasingly, as outlined in Chapter 2, voices 
from within the discipline of architecture have expressed the need for 
architecture to reconnect with the social and political contexts of their 
work.2

Beyond the operation of designing, the relocation of the architect 
as inhabitant alters their social position challenging the hierarchical 
dialectic of expert and user. By embedding the architect’s practices in 
their overlapping site of work and residence, they are recognised as 
a user, and consequently, one of many who create the city through 
occupation.

1. Hill, J., 2006. Drawing Research. The 
Journal of Architecture, 31(3), pg.330.

2. Till, J., 2009. Architecture Depends. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT 
Press, and Bell, B., 2004. Good Deeds, 
Good Design: Community Service Through 
Architecture. New York: Princeton Architecture 
Press.

Fieldwork and ethnographic practice

Though situated by my inhabitation, the Nolli plan drawing on the table 
remains a largely architectural tool, an orthographic projection offering 
an abstracted view, and describing only certain aspects of the spatial 
qualities of Byker, little changed from the drawings produced by Erskine 
and his team. As such it is unable to represent the day to day activity 
that the redevelopment plays host to, and which continue to shape it, 
those everyday activities which make up the experience of dwelling and 
shape our perspective on the places we live.

As we have seen, everyday experiences contributed to the architects’ 
understanding of Byker as a site, as seen through their insight into 
and appreciation of the difficulties faced by residents in the process 
of demolition, and experiences of vandalism. These insights allowed 
them to respond to the challenges faced by residents, but also enabled 
them to engage with a series of unique social opportunities, made 
available through their daily interactions. Through their work on site, the 
architects acknowledged the varied social and political forces upon 
which their work was contingent. At times these forces were allowed to 
direct and alter their activity, while at other times they worked to resist 
agendas which threatened to undermine their operations. As previously 
established, the position of the on-site office, and the Gracie’s flat 
above, meant that the architects’ place of residence overlapped with 
what is considered in architectural terms to be the site, for which they 
were designing. However their experience as residents augmented the 
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typical understanding of what constitutes a physical site, incorporating 
social meanings and subjectivities. In ascertaining the scope of 
the situated architect’s practice, it is necessary to understand what 
constitutes this site, and how the position of the architect, as resident, 
alters their perception of, and response to, this location.

The normative architectural definition of site, in architectural culture, 
is the physical location for a building.3 This definition is most clearly 
illustrated by typical red line site boundaries employed on architectural 
site plans. These lines however, are an abstract representation of 
spatial divisions that are not physically tangible but instead used to 
satisfy legal requirements to describe ownership. They are unable to 
acknowledge or describe the broader meanings that are attributed 
to the particular geographical location of a site and the social flows 
that constantly transgress its boundaries. As a result I propose that 
this definition of site is too narrow to encapsulate the social realities 
and political meanings that constitute an individual’s experience and 
perspective of their place of residence. However, in architectural 
practice, it is this limited boundary that provides our primary perspective 
on the meaning of site and correspondingly orientates responses to it.

Prue Chiles and Carolyn Butterworth also acknowledge the term site as 
insufficient to describe the varying influences, social relationships and 
limitations that define a geographic location. Rather, they draw on their 
experience of designing and constructing their own homes, sites where 
they are anticipating residency, to propose an expanded understanding 
of site where ‘multiple and layered accumulations of physical locations, 
relationships, bodies and texts compound into what we define as our 
architectural field of operation’.4 

Phillip Roberts writes of the architects’ office in Byker that their 
presence on-site allowed for the introduction of a series of ‘flows’, 
administrative, political and social, through the approach developed by 
the architects, which would not have occurred otherwise.5 While the 
majority of visits to the office were unrelated to the design and aesthetic 
aspects of the architecture,6 the architects acted to connect residents 
with relevant individuals and agencies, with Amery noting at the time 
that Gracie ‘has the support of community workers and he holds the 
key to the local bureaucracy’.7

Chiles and Butterworth also note that the concept of site as a field 
draws more on the practices of an ethnographer than the methods of 
an architect.8 As a result of considering site as a location for a building, 
which focusses primarily on a spatial description, the majority of 
conventional architectural design methods such as drawings, models 
and specifications focus on understanding and altering the spatial 
and material qualities of site, however there are few methods used 
for developing insights into the broader social and political forces in 
operation on a site that are acknowledged by the term field. On one 
level the majority of architecture is situated, in the sense that all realised 
buildings are situated in a physical location, however the position of the 
practitioner with a social and political identity during the design process 
is rarely acknowledged, or understood to influence the design process. 

3. Chiles, P. and Butterworth, C., 2011. Field 
Diaries. In: S. Ewing, J. Michael McGowan, 
C. Speed and V. Clare Bernie, eds. 2011. 
Architecture and Field/Work. Oxon: Routledge. 
pp.130.

5. Roberts, P., 2010. The Wall: Control 
and Space in the Byker Redevelopment. 
Environment, Space, Place, 2(2), pp.29-43.

6. Blundell-Jones, P., and Canniffe, E., 2007. 
Modern Architecture Through Case Studies 
1945-1990. Oxford: Elsevier. pg.147.

7. Amery, C., 1974. Byker by Erskine. 
Architectural Review, 934, pg.361.

4. Chiles, P. and Butterworth, C., 2011. Field 
Diaries. In: S. Ewing, J. Michael McGowan, 
C. Speed and V. Clare Bernie, eds. 2011. 
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pp.130.
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Diaries. In: S. Ewing, J. Michael McGowan, 
C. Speed and V. Clare Bernie, eds. 2011. 
Architecture and Field/Work. Oxon: Routledge. 
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The incorporation of ethnographic methods provide opportunities to 
observe, visualise, record and reflect on these insights. 

Ethnography is a research methodology within the discipline of 
anthropology where the researcher becomes an active member of a 
community that they are studying, listening to and observing people 
within the context of their daily lives in order to gain insights into the 
social structures and characteristics of that particular community.9 
The term ‘field-site’ is used within this approach to define a specific 
geographical area within which a study into social processes takes 
place.10 By situating their practice in their place of residence the 
architect is effectively living in the field. Architect and anthropologist 
Peter Kellett notes that, though living in the field is a common 
ethnographic method, it is rare for researchers in architecture and 
urban studies, and even less common for architectural practitioners.11 
He argues that this method can contribute additional insights into the 
life of a place that are often overlooked in analytical site work, and 
which could offer valuable understanding of everyday practices to be 
incorporated into future designs and interventions: 

In our daily life we draw heavily on our experiential 
interpretations of the places we inhabit through our work 
and domestic lives. Such understandings draw directly 
from the senses and our bodily engagement in space. In 
contrast, our analyses and interpretations of the places 
and sites of others often rely on a different range of skills 
in which ‘objectivity’ is privileged over personal responses. 
Such approaches usually rely on short visits in which hard 
‘factual’ and visual data is collected quickly.12 

O’Reilly indicates that there is not a single definition of ethnography. 
However she quotes Jan Savage who argues that ‘the defining feature 
is often participant observation entailing prolonged field-work’.13 The 
participant observer becomes a resident of a field in order to record 
the experiences of their fellow residents and to empathize with them 
through their own personal experience of life within that community. 
According to Jenna Burrell, a field site is constructed rather than 
discovered.14 This means that the researcher is required to identify or 
define the extent of their field. In order to locate the work it is important 
that the boundaries and the scope of the field are articulated. The 
field is not a static entity but is ever changing and porous to external 
influences, so it is important to define what is within and outside the 
study, as well as to acknowledge potential areas of contestation that 
might affect the work as it develops. 

My place of residence can be seen as bounded at a series of 
scales; national, district, neighbourhood, as well as being informed 
by cultural and political boundaries. I have chosen to adopt the site 
of Erskine’s redevelopment as my field of study and to this extent, as 
well as situating my practices, the Nolli plan on the dining table acts 
to establish these boundaries. Though the boundaries trace Erskine’s 
masterplan they are also subjective and self-defined to a certain extent, 
incorporating a few contested sites, and omitting locations which might 

9. O’Reilly, K., 2005. Ethnographic Methods. 
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Architectural Research Quarterly, 15(4), 
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Oxon: Routledge.
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otherwise be recognised as being within Byker. The name Byker refers 
to a political ward boundary which pre-dates the redevelopment. It 
has changed over time but today incorporates the redevelopment in 
addition to other areas of housing on the periphery of this site, some of 
which pre-dates the redevelopment. I have chosen to omit these sites 
as they are notably different to the redevelopment site sociologically 
and architecturally. In contrast I have incorporated one area of non-
Erskine designed housing which was intended to be a phase of the 
redevelopment, but was given over to private developers in the early 
1980s, after the decision made by Thatcher’s government to curtail 
council house construction. This site, intended to be part of the 1970s 
redevelopment, is of interest as it stands as a reminder of that political 
shift which had a lasting impact on the redevelopment more broadly. 

Within ethnography there are a series of tools that are used to record 
the observations and experiences of the researcher. These include: 
written methods consisting of detailed observation notes and field 
diaries, aural information including formal and informal interviews and 
sound recordings of place, and visual methods such as occupation 
drawings, maps, photographic surveys, newspaper cuttings and film. In 
my investigations into the history of the hobby rooms and contemporary 
hobby practices in Byker I have drawn on a number of these tools to 
augment and complement other more conventional architectural tools 
with which I was more previously familiar. 

The everyday life of the field-site of study, is, on an individual level, the 
lived experience of the situated architect. Beyond a tacit incorporation 
of these broader flows, which make up their experience, into their 
practices, there is an opportunity to pursue a more explicit exploration 
and acknowledgement of these subjective actions and forces into the 
operation of the architect on site. By embracing ethnographic practices, 
which focus on the realities of inhabitation, rituals of everyday life and 
the use of the built environment post-occupancy, the practice of the 
resident architect can challenge the perception of architecture as the 
production of a static physical object, which dominates the profession. 

Ethnographic practices are primarily focussed on developing insights 
into, and defining, existing social practices and so participation in 
this context is only used in so far as it enables the observer to enter 
into current practices in order to gain a fuller understanding of their 
existence. However for a citizen, participation is also about involvement 
in decision making and future development. In this sense participation 
is more closely aligned with design which is concerned with realizing a 
vision of the future. 

Ethnographic modes can allow the practitioner to turn their attention 
towards issues of occupation, fostering a greater understanding of how 
architecture emerges from relations between environment, building, and 
social interactions. Accordingly, Yeoryia Manolopoulou proposes such 
an act of observation should allow us to design with greater sensitivity:

The architectural practices of observation and non-
reconciliation should be directed towards the study of 
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aesthetic experience and natural phenomena but also, 
and perhaps more significantly, towards the study of social 
situations. Repeated human activity, habits and rituals 
are spatial and social practices that create meaningful 
architectures over time. These need to be observed, better 
understood and embodied in the practice of design.15

In response to expanding our understanding of the flows and forces 
which make up and act on a site, ethnographic practices offer a 
method by which to observe and reveal everyday practices which 
direct occupation, fostering an awareness of, and sensitivity to, rituals 
of everyday life, and strengthening our connections to the subjectively 
significant and personal aspects of architectural occupation as they 
are, rather than as they are expected to be in the mind of an architect. 
The situated practitioner can build on these observations in order to 
incorporate a greater understanding of the needs and influences of 
these daily rituals in the process of design.

At the end of 2012 I initiated a series of field diaries as a way to record 
my observations about daily life and chart my ongoing interactions and 
relationships with individuals and organisations in Byker.

Moving the table, engaging in public

In addition to the acknowledgement of the practitioner’s bodily 
experience of site, by way of the situated nature of the drawing, 
ethnographic practices offer a way to visualise, and embrace the 
experience and influence of everyday practices of ritual and routine, 
both tacitly, through the lived experience of the situated practitioner as a 
resident, and explicitly, by employing ethnographic methods to visualise 
the varied social and political forces that underpin these cultural 
activities. Spatially situated, through the process of drawing on site, 
and socially connected by way of my residency as we have seen, the 
table drawing enables situated practice. Its expression of my two states 
as a practitioner echo Gracie’s overlapping identities as architect and 
resident. Positioned within 3 Kendal Green, however, the dining table 
drawing, though situated, remained a private endeavour - one which 
worked to influence my own perception of the estate, yet remaining 
accessible only to those who entered my home. 

Though expressing my own state of residency, and therefore evoking 
the lived experience of site, the drawing and drawing process lacked 
an acknowledgment of the public activity of those architects in Erskine’s 
on-site office, and the influence of the social interaction with residents, 
contractors, and politicians, amongst others, that occurred there. In 
response I began to look for a way to alter the drawing process in 
some way in order to shift it towards being a more public activity, and to 
draw everyday influences into the process of investigation.
At the end of 2012, having failed to rent a hobby room, I negotiated use 
of part of a refurbished shop unit that housed the Byker Lives project as 
a studio. The unit was located at 11-13 Raby Cross, a small shopping 
area at the centre of Byker. Raby Cross was designed to rehouse 
many of the small independent shops which had previously lined Raby 



183

Street, a well used route for workers walking to and from the shipyards. 
Though there was a decline in the number of local businesses after the 
redevelopment, Raby Cross was initially home to a range of local shops 
and a small GP practice. However, in the intervening years, it witnessed 
a decline in commercial activity thanks to the construction of two large 
supermarkets and the continued success of Shields Road high street, 
just north of the Byker Wall. It is now home to a single corner shop, a 
deli and four neighbourhood charity drop in centres. The location of the 
shop unit offered an opportunity for the drawing to become a public 
activity, more closely connected to the public practices of Erskine and 
his team in their converted shop/office, whilst at the same time shifting 
my involvement on site from an individual practice to one that was 
undertaken in view of other residents, and which created space for the 
contribution of others. Upon completion of the Nolli map of Byker in 
my own home, I moved the dining table down to the shop in order to 
continue my work on it. 

Having moved the dining table to the shop, the original context of 
the table within home was lost, and with it the expression of shared 
residency in Byker. In order to create a trace of the original space 
I developed a second situated drawing, marking out the internal 
elevation of my dining room at 1:1 on the wall behind the table, with 
electrical tape. This drawing established a connection between the two 
different spaces on the estate and offers a representation of my two 
aspects of engagement with the site, private and public, developing 
a situated and public practice. The incorporation of ethnographic 
methods and the shift of the drawing to a public location enabled me to 
expand my situated activity into a public context, and begin to observe 
and record contemporary hobby practices across Byker.

FIG.1. Above: The Byker Lives shop unit 
at Raby Cross. 

FIG.2. Following Page: A drawing of the 
elevation of my dining room on a wall in 
the Byker Lives shop unit, the drawing 
represents a connection between 
the private and public aspects of my 
situated practices in Byker.
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Though there are a set of interrelated issues of management, funding 
and social changes, which have led to the hobby rooms being 
underused, the vacancy, and in some cases dereliction, of the hobby 
rooms prompted a question as to whether there is a corresponding 
lack of demand for hobby space from people who actively pursue a 
hobby today.

Butterworth and Vardy observe that typically architects work with site 
surveys which create a measured abstraction that becomes the basis 
for design. Such surveys tend to prioritise the physical characteristics 
of a site but overlook other qualities, such as historical meanings, 
local perceptions, and experiential memories.16 By operating on site, 
rather than at distance from an abstracted and biased representation, 
the situated architect is able to respond to these broader meanings 
and characteristics in their work. However, in addition to this tacit 
acknowledgement of site, Butterworth and Vardy advocate the use 
of creative surveys to augment an architect’s perceptions of site. 
They argue that the inclusion of ‘users’ in the production of a site 
survey - that is, in the process of observing and uncovering new 
understandings of a site, its characteristics, qualities, meanings and 
potentials - has the agency to offer new external perspectives which 
can become productive in the process of designing.17 The creative 
survey as a public activity, offered a way to establish a public approach 
and draw in residents knowledge of local hobby activities. 

In order to begin to uncover potential demand for hobby rooms, were 
they to be made accessible again, I initiated a survey of hobbies, 

Hobby demand. The tablecloth as a creative mapping survey

16. Butterworth, C, and Vardy, S., 2008. ‘Site-
Seeing: Constructing the ‘Creative Survey’’. 
Field Journal, 2(1), pp.125-138.

17. Butterworth, C, and Vardy, S., 2008. ‘Site-
Seeing: Constructing the ‘Creative Survey’’. 
Field Journal, 2(1), pp.125-138.
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FIG.3-5. Opposite Page: Playing football 
with Byker children in the public space 
at Raby Cross. Above: The dining table 
drawing positioned in the shop unit at 
Raby Cross. Left: Camera mounted to the 
wall above the dining table drawing.
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FIG.6-11. Top: A child writing about her 
hobby during a workshop on hobby 
practices in the Byker Lives shop unit. 
Above: A selection of hobby posters. 
Right, Top to Bottom: The tablecloth map in 
the process of making.

FIG.12-14. Opposite Page Top Left: The 
tablecloth on the dining table in the 
Byker Lives shop unit. Top Right: Testing 
the means of stitching the tablecloth. 
Below: The tablecloth records the hobby 
activities pursued by residents in Byker, 
and their locations.
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mapping the locations and types of hobby activity undertaken by 
residents past and present in the redevelopment area. The mapping 
forms a second, complimentary layer to the table drawing which is 
intended to visualise and incorporate an understanding of the activities, 
social relationships, and flows relating to the hobby rooms, by layering 
them over the spatial qualities of the redevelopment. This layer was 
conceived as a tablecloth with the map of activity stitched into it. The 
tablecloth was deliberately chosen as an element which could be 
placed over the orthographic drawing on the dining table, allowing the 
physical and social information to be read together. 

The form of these two elements is each representative of a different 
aspect of the practitioner’s relationship to site. As a result, the form 
of the tablecloth itself expresses a very different mode of production 
to the orthographic drawing, where the latter is a professional tool. 
The embroidered tablecloth is a typically domestic and traditionally 
homemade item which occupies the table, preparing it to receive 
social activity. My hand stitched tablecloth contains qualities of kitsch 
domesticity, reminiscent of lace curtains and other homely interventions 
which are often looked down on by architects. This ‘homely’ quality also 
makes reference to ‘vernacular’ built elements such as bay windows 
and door canopies which have been added later by some Byker 
residents who own their own homes, individual marks of occupation 
and ownership. In referencing this particular aspect of aesthetic 
production, the tablecloth shifts the focus from a typically architectural 
view of the site towards one which embraces the desires and 
perceptions of non-experts, the residents. 

Situated within the shop unit at Raby Cross, I began to talk to resident 
visitors about the hobby rooms and specifically about their own 
hobby practices within Byker. Those hobbies were then added to 
the tablecloth as an expanding record. The intention was that, when 
laid over the table, the map of activity would complement and inform 
the spatial exploration of hobby spaces on the estate. Initially this did 
not work as I had hoped due to the white fabric of my shop-bought 
tablecloth being too opaque to read white ink of the drawing through. I 
later re-made and expanded the map on a more delicate piece of voile 
fabric, through which the table can be read.

I started the map by stitching a record of my own hobby from which 
it continues to expand with other hobbies marked in the locations 
where they are practiced. In addition to stories from the visitors to the 
shop, the map has also grown organically as I build relationships with 
more residents, who in turn put me in touch with others who practice 
a hobby. The tablecloth map developed to reveal a stimulating variety 
of contemporary hobby type activity, including: pigeon racing, DJ’ing, 
jewellery making, cycling and bike maintenance, cross-stitching, 
photography, lawn bowls amongst others, all of which occupy a range 
of spaces across the redevelopment. Many of these activities can be 
seen to sit in close proximity to a hobby room once the map is laid over 
the Nolli plan which identifies the position of those spaces. 

In addition to uncovering and locating a range of contemporary hobby 

FIG.15. Previous Page: A photograph of the 
tablecloth on the dining table drawing.
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practices, the process of mapping opened up additional insights 
and unintended opportunities. Firstly, the survey mapping of these 
varied hobbies also operates as a mapping of social capital within the 
redevelopment area, identifying some of the skills and interests held by 
residents.

Secondly, it has introduced the value of hobby space and activity to 
more residents, helping me to build links between others who are 
interested in the use of the hobby rooms. In exploring the insights site 
surveys can offer to practitioners, Butterworth and Vardy also note that 
these creative surveys can offer users new perspectives on their site 
of occupation through encouraging a different way of looking.18 This 
altered viewing was apparent through the creation of the tablecloth. I 
was surprised by the number of conversations I had with residents who 
were unaware of the presence of such a large number of hobby rooms, 
nor had any idea of the range of activity that they had been used for in 
the past. These discussions fostered a new-found value and interest 
in the potential for these spaces, and has more recently contributed 
to the discussion with the BCT on the future of the hobby rooms 
themselves.

In the creation of the tablecloth map, the knowledge of the architect 
can be seen to increase through continued engagement with other 
residents. The tablecloth articulates the social position of the resident 
architect as a node within a wide set of relationships; a co-producer 
and consumer of the city with other individuals, one resident amongst 
many. Therefore, while the Nolli plan acts to re-establish a physical 
connection between the architect and site that, as has been claimed, 
was lost with the shift of drawing practices away from site, the 
tablecloth articulates a re-appraisal of the social position of the architect 
that occurs through their re-connection to site, undermining the social 
distance of architecture as an autonomous, elevated and artistic pursuit.

The historical emergence of hobbies

The idea of a hobby developed in direct relation to the conditions of 
industrialism, and it was the expansion of shipping industries and the 
coal trade which which drove the development of the Byker area of 
Newcastle in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Byker was a typical 
example of a working class neighbourhood within which historian 
Ross McKibbin identified high levels of hobby engagement in Britain 
during the early twentieth century.19 Steven Gelber, in his historical 
investigation into hobby practices within modern society, situates the 
emergence of hobbies in direct relation to the unique social conditions 
arising from industrialism, specifically, the split between the home 
and the workplace. He argues that hobbies developed to occupy 
the interstitial space opened up by this split; ‘hobbies emerged as a 
category of socially valued leisure activity in the nineteenth century 
because they bridged the worlds of work and home’.20 

It was in the early nineteenth century that today’s familiar definition of 
hobby became established in modern parlance. The origins of the term 
are found in the word ‘hobyn’, a term for a small pony, which developed 

18. Butterworth, C, and Vardy, S., 2008. ‘Site-
Seeing: Constructing the ‘Creative Survey’’. 
Field Journal, 2(1), pp.125-138.

19. McKibbin, R., 1983. Work and Hobbies 
in Britain 1880 - 1950. In. Winter, J., 1983. 
The Working Class in Modern British History: 
Essays in Honour of Henry Pelling. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. pp.127-146.

20. Gelber, S.M., 1999. Hobbies: Leisure and 
the Culture of Work in America. New York: 
Columbia University Press. pg.2.
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to hobby-horse, used in reference to a child’s toy horse, before the 
meaning shifted to refer to a favourite pastime, implying an activity that, 
like a child’s toy, does not go anywhere. By the nineteenth century 
hobby-horse had been shortened to hobby. Gelber notes that the 
term initially carried strong negative connotations, implying an unnatural 
obsession with certain odd and reclusive practices.

The acceptance of a hobby as a positive and productive activity, 
undertaken in one’s spare time, began to take hold during the late 
nineteenth century. During this period, mechanistic and factory 
based forms of production predominated, leading to a broader 
compartmentalisation of work than had previously existed.21 Roberts 
observed that this re-formulation of working practices created a clear 
demarcation of work hours for employees, which in turn opened up 
a corresponding release of time for leisure, away from the workplace, 
establishing it as a key part of industrialised society.22 Throughout the 
nineteenth and into the twentieth century, overall working hours were 
slowly reduced, as employers increasingly recognised the detrimental 
effects that long hours had on the productivity of their workers, and 
workers pushed for greater rights and remuneration for their work. 

The physical fabric of Byker during this period embodied a clear 
manifestation of the industrial spilt between work and home. Factories 
and shipyards lined the river Tyne, while rows of terrace houses and 
Tyneside flats ran up the hill, north of the river. Workers clocked off 
together and were to be seen walking up Raby Street, purchasing 
goods in the small shops on their way home. A study of the working 
communities at nearby Wallsend, in the 1960s, found that 20% of 
working men were employed in the shipping industry, and of those who 
weren’t, the majority were manual workers. The authors of the study, 
Richard Brown and Peter Brannen, observed ‘similarly predominantly 
working class communities with a high proportion of shipbuilding 
workers amongst their residents’ on Tyneside, with Byker to the west 
being one of these areas.23 According to Brown and Brannen, the 
shipbuilding industry was still perceived as a ‘craft’ technology, due to 
the lack of standardisation, and two-thirds of the manual workers were 
skilled craftsmen.24 Other employers situated to the west of Byker, an 
area now known as the Ouseburn, such as the Malings Pottery (at one 
point the largest pottery in the country) and a number of flour mills, 
provided industrial jobs for the residents of Byker.

Though Gelber’s study focusses on the rise of hobbies in America, 
he notes that this history was largely echoed across the Atlantic.25 
This argument is strengthened by comparable observations, regarding 
the period of emergence and relation to leisure, made by historian 
Ross McKibbin, writing on hobbies from a British perspective. While 
in agreement on many points, a point of departure can be recognised 
in the level of individuality attributed to hobby activity between the 
two observers. While Gelber observes that most hobbies occupied 
domestic space, comprising ‘solitary productive activity that took place 
at home’,26 McKibbin notes that, in the British context, many hobbies 
also involved some form of communal expression, arguing that ‘most 
hobbies, however private, usually involved some public display’.27 

23. Brown, R. and Brannen, P., 1970. 
Social Relations and Social Perspectives 
amongst Shipbuilding Workers - A Preliminary 
Statement: Part One. Sociology, 4(1), pp.71-
84.

24. Brown, R. and Brannen, P., 1970. 
Social Relations and Social Perspectives 
amongst Shipbuilding Workers - A Preliminary 
Statement: Part Two. Sociology, 4(2), pp.197-
211.

25.  Gelber, S.M., 1999. Hobbies: Leisure 
and the Culture of Work in America. New York: 
Columbia University Press.

26.  Gelber, S.M., 1999. Hobbies: Leisure 
and the Culture of Work in America. New York: 
Columbia University Press.

27. McKibbin, R., 1983. Work and Hobbies 
in Britain 1880 - 1950. In. Winter, J., 1983. 
The Working Class in Modern British History: 
Essays in Honour of Henry Pelling. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. pp.127-146.

FIG.16+17. Opposite Page Top: Local men 
arriving at the Shipyards in Wallsend 
in 1976 (Peter Loud). Below: Terraces in 
Wallsend in 1975, running down to the 
shipyards provide a particularly striking 
image of the intertwined nature of home 
and work in Newcastle’s industrial 
communities along the River Tyne (Peter 
Loud).

21. Gelber, S.M., 1999. Hobbies: Leisure and 
the Culture of Work in America. New York: 
Columbia University Press.

22. Roberts, K., 1999. Leisure in 
Contemporary Society. Oxon: CABI Publishing.



196

FIG.18-21. Left to Right: Portraits of 
Byker residents taken by Sirkka-Liisa 
Konttinen showing a range of hobby 
practices, including: pigeon fancying, 
chess, piano playing and playing violin 
(Sirkka-Liisa Konttinen).
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Though, for many hobbies, were seen as a way of escaping the social 
collective at work or at home, this public aspect spawned new social 
opportunities, formalised and managed through the establishment of 
clubs. In some cases these activities became intensely competitive, 
typified by the breeding of pigeons and dogs for racing, but similarly 
present in the pursuit of awards for the size of allotment produce, or the 
quality of gardens in local competitions.

In Byker these public activities were facilitated through the 
establishment of facilities including a bowling green, three areas for 
allotments, a swimming pool, and a set of pigeon lofts running along 
the local railway embankment. Apart from the swimming pool, which 
has since been converted into a climbing wall, these facilities still 
remain and continue to be used by some residents. The publicness 
of some of these hobbies was also facilitated by the three working 
men’s clubs situated along the length of Raby Street, where groups of 
enthusiastic men would gather to socialise and drink, or host events 
such as meetings of pigeon fanciers after races. The hobby rooms 
were introduced in this climate, where skilled individuals had time to 
pursue disciplined leisure activities, and where a strong culture of 
non-work activity already existed in the form of pigeon racing, allotment 
nurturing and lawn bowls, the facilities for which were retained within 
the redevelopment.

In terms of their spatial practices, hobby activities can be broadly 
divided into those practiced communally, supported by specific 
space/equipment which is shared, i.e. lawn bowls, allotments and 
pigeon lofts, and those practiced individually, which occupy space 
in direct relation to the domestic sphere. This later relation is marked 
by either integration, where the hobby activity is interwoven into 
home based rituals and occupies space within the home, or escape, 
where hobbyists pursue retreat from the rituals and restrictions of the 
domestic sphere to pursue a unique activity.

In addition to the facilities for hobbies that were publicly pursued, the 
hobby rooms were incorporated into the redevelopment designs to 
provide additional space for families lacking available space within their 
own houses. According to Roger Tillotson, an architect who worked 
on the development, space was limited in the new homes due to the 
efficiency of the floor plans and particularly, the council’s requirement for 
maximum occupation, leaving few, if any families the luxury of a spare 
bedroom.

The hobby rooms were designed to offer an interpretation of the 
informal spaces and gaps in the domestic environment, spare 
bedrooms, garages, sheds, lofts, cupboards under the stairs and 
dining room tables, which typically support the integration of hobby 
practice within the home. Of these different spaces which a hobby 
occupies, it is perhaps the shed which has the strongest cultural 
association with the pursuit of an individual hobby. Positioned within 
the domestic sphere, but offering a level of social withdrawal, the shed 
evokes images of reclusive men collecting oddities and crafting all 
manner of contraptions, as highlighted in a lighthearted survey of Men 
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and Sheds by enthusiast Gordon Thorburn.30 The scale and simplicity 
of a shed allows for modifications, and though the hobby rooms vary in 
shape and size, the majority of them share a similar scale to a shed.

Though there are a few larger hobby rooms capable of supporting 
communal activity, the majority of the hobby rooms are relatively small 
and are connected, or in close proximity, to the houses. Accordingly, 
they offer an extension of the domestic sphere, such that some have 
been incorporated into individual homes, while others have since been 
planned for conversion into studio flats. This close relationship to the 
houses maintains the prevailing situation of the hobby which imbue the 
home with work-like practices, pursued at the leisure of the individual.

With the present inaccessibility of the hobby rooms, and a reduction 
in the range of communally pursued hobbies, the majority of 
contemporary practices identified through my initial survey operate 
as individual activity, which tends to occupy space within the home. 
In order to gain insights into the spatial modes of this occupation, 
employed by those practicing a hobby, and their relationships to the 
inhabitation of daily activities within the home, I undertook a series of in-
depth spatial surveys of spaces appropriated by a number of residents 
who pursue a hobby practice in Byker, whom I had identified through 
the production of the tablecloth map of hobby produced at the Raby 
Cross shop unit.

Surveying the spatial qualities of hobby activity

Having identified a contemporary range of hobby activities across Byker 
in the creative survey, the next step was to explore the associated 
spatial practices which these activities employed. This process was 
supported with the assistance of two students, Daniel Dyer and 
Lam Tran, from Newcastle University’s MArch course by way of a 
study module called Linked Research which provides students the 
opportunity to work with researchers to gain an insight into research 
processes. Both students worked with me in the shop unit in Byker, 
participating in my situated approach to research. 

Together through a process of surveying, the spatial qualities of a 
number of specific hobbies were explored in detail, in order to uncover 
the practices of inhabitation involved, and the relationship between 
hobby activity and other everyday practices. These surveys took the 
form of a set of measured survey drawings and accompanying films of 
hobbies investigating the specific practices of six residents across the 
estate.

We began by surveying my own hobby, that of guitar playing. This was 
undertaken as a way of testing out the method of surveying such as 
duration, how best to ask questions, how to balance the requirements 
of filming and the measured survey. Secondly we surveyed my wife, 
Jenny, a musician who composes and records music at home.

Thirdly we visited Chloe Booth, a resident who I met through the 
Byker Lives project. Chloe was working as a media representative for 

30. Thorburn, G., 2002. Men and Sheds. 
London: New Holland Publishers.
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FIG.22-24. Gordon Thorburn recorded a 
wide range of activity pursued by men 
in sheds: Top: Michael’s shed where he 
throws pottery. Middle: Ken’s extensive 
collection of milk bottles. Bottom: Lyndon 
makes elaborate performing sculptures 
(Gordon Thorburn). 
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Northern Architecture who were overseeing the project. Chloe visited 
the shop to film some interviews for a feedback film intended for our 
funders, the Heritage Lottery Fund. Talking about my work on the 
hobby rooms, Chloe told me that she designed and made jewellery in 
her spare time and agreed to be surveyed for my research.

I also met Richard Phipps through Byker Lives. A friend of Andy 
McDermott, one of the resident leaders of the project, Richard did 
some volunteer and later freelance work for us. Through the course 
of our conversations about Richard’s interests in music and film I 
discovered that he runs an amateur radio show with a friend, Mick, 
which they broadcast over the internet. After a chat with Mick, the two 
agreed to be filmed during one of the evenings when they broadcast 
the show, a celebration of Krautrock, experimental electronic music that 
emerged in Germany during the late 1960s.

I met Yassen on one of my trips to the Ralph Erskine Society hobby 
room at 26a Raby Way. Yassen is a keen photographer who is one 
of a small group of people who practice wet plate photography, a 
photographic process developed in the mid nineteenth century. 
Yassen shares the use of the hobby room, which used to belong to the 
photographic group on the estate, using the darkrooms and equipment 
which still remain from 1980s. Yassen was working on a project taking 
residents’ portraits, so I agreed to be photographed and in turn I filmed 
the process of him shooting and developing the picture.

Another member of the Byker Lives project was Natalie Frost, who was 
employed to record and edit the oral history interviews for the archive. 
She introduced me to a friend of hers, Caroline Prince who designs 
and makes clothes for her own use. I visited her flat in the wall to film 
and observe her making process as she stitched together a new item 
of clothing, having previously prepared sections from a template.

Mapping spaces and equipment

The six hobbyists employ a few different approaches to the occupation 
of space for the purpose of practicing their hobbies, establishing a set 
of relationships between these practices and other everyday activities. 
However all six hobbyists appropriate space that is easily accessible 
and is available at minimal cost. 

Chloe, the jewellery maker, and Jenny, the musician, both permanently 
occupy spare bedrooms within their homes, which are dedicated 
for their hobby. This high commitment of space reflects the fact that 
though they pursue their activities as a leisure activity outside of work, 
they both have desires to develop this activity into a career.

They both employ a specific set of tools which remain laid out in 
anticipation of use. For Chloe one entire wall of her small hobby room 
at home is taken up with shelves full of materials, paints, a broad 
selections of fabrics, patterned paper, chains, and antique boxes of 
curios which she recycles into new pieces. Many of the things she 
collects are chosen without a use in mind, but are kept as possibilities 
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for future designs. Opposite the shelving, a desk is the site of most 
of her production, pieces being cut and assembled on a large cutting 
mat, employing a range of small tools such as pliers, scalpels, scissors 
and squares.

Jenny’s music room is primarily taken up by a piano and a keyboard, 
her main instruments which she practices and records on and there 
also is a guitar which sees occasional use. The other key piece 
of equipment is her computer which is used to record the various 
instrumental and vocal inputs before they are edited and composed 
together using specialist software. Her work as a hobbyist represents 
an expansion in the type of activity that can be pursued as a hobby 
through the access offered by digital technologies. In the past in order 
to record, edit and produce a piece of music an individual would have 
needed the support of a specialised recording studio, however today 
the whole process can be done with minimal equipment at home. 

As well as facilitating the pursuit of certain hobby activities, the 
introduction of computer technology has introduced a new range of 
digital hobbies which sit alongside the traditional practices of crafting 
and collecting. Activities such as software modification, application 
developing, 3D modelling and printing, and file sharing, are practiced 
by individuals, but also exhibit the same collectivity of certain more 
public hobbies, facilitated by the connectivity of the internet.

At the other end of the spectrum from the highly specialised and 
dedicated practices of Chloe and Jenny, my own guitar playing is 
a very transient affair. Playing the guitar without need for any other 
equipment, I appropriate a range of spaces around the home and 
outside temporarily for practice or performance. When not in use, the 
guitar hangs on the living room wall.

For both Caroline, who makes her own clothes, and Richard and Mick, 
who broadcast a weekly radio show, their hobby specific equipment 
maintains a permanent presence but is used only intermittently in 
rooms within their homes which are primarily occupied by other 
activities. Caroline works in her living space with a sewing desk and 
set of shelves set up in one corner. When working on a project the 
equipment spreads out over the dining table, to be measured and 
cut, or is moved to the sofa and coffee table, allowing her to watch 
television while working on tasks which require less concentration. 
Though she is able to pack all of her equipment away into the shelves, 
she said that this doesn’t always happen while she is engrossed in a 
project. During the process of developing a new item of clothing her 
cutting templates, pieces of fabric, needles, tape and pins tend to get 
left out on her dining room table. This intrusion of the hobby activity 
acts to impede her social life, dissuading her from inviting friends to 
dinner. The use of specific equipment is augmented by more mundane 
domestic appliances such as her iron, strengthening the connection 
to a domestic environment. Like Chloe, Caroline collects and stores 
pieces of fabric in anticipation of possible future use. 

Caroline’s appropriation for practicing her hobby echoes the 
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FIG.25-31. Close up clips from film 
recording of the hobbyists practices.



203

FIG.32-36. Top: Hobby spaces across 
Byker. Left: My portrait taken by 
photographer Yassen Roussev. 
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Revealing the everyday designs of inhabitants

For each hobbyist, we recorded the practice of their hobby on film, 
talking to them about their motivations and patterns of practice. This 
material was developed into a series of short films which capture a 
sense of the hobbies’ occupation and offer an insight into the specific 
skills of the individual hobbyists. 

A complementary set of measured architectural plans and elevations of 
the spaces occupied by the hobby practices were drawn by hand on 
site. The site survey drawings trace both the architectural elements of 
walls, windows, and doors, marking these boundaries where they exist, 
but also incorporate all the furniture and paraphernalia that occupy 
these bounded spaces for hobby and other activities. By drawing 
these two aspects the survey drawings explore relations between the 
volume in which the hobbies are pursued and the personal items which 
support those practices. 

While the dining table drawing established a direct connection between 
my practices and the position of other residents on a shared site, the 

observations of Rachel Cruise in a text exploring her own mother’s 
sewing practices, whose equipment is stored in drawers and tins 
around the home, ready to be gathered together to realise a new 
project. Her account of the home sewer also reveals that, as well as 
demanding elements of specific equipment, a hobbyist often uses 
domestic tools such as scissors, pans and ovens that have another 
function in the life of the home which are cheap and close to hand.31

In a similar way to Caroline’s appropriation of her living room, Richard 
and Mick commandeer Mick’s bedroom once a week to run their radio 
show. The laptop computer and turntables used to play and broadcast 
are organised unobtrusively down one side of the room, however Mick 
has to pick his way through boxes of vinyl records are piled high across 
the room to reach his bed at night.  

Finally Yassen, the analogue photographer, occupies the only 
hobby room which is still used as it was immediately following their 
construction during the redevelopment, due to the retention of the 
photographic darkroom and developing equipment. Due to the 
awkward procedures required to set up, shoot and develop the 
photograph, Yassen takes his portraits upstairs in the hobby room 
where there are a set of generous domed roof-lights, before developing 
them in the darkroom adjacent. The exposure time is dependant on the 
light levels. When he took my portrait he timed a two minute exposure 
making it impossible for me to maintain a smile. The focal length of the 
camera is so small that by focussing on the eye, the subject’s nose 
becomes slightly out of focus, The background context then of the 
photo does not even register, resulting in a very intimate portrait.32 

There is a distinct materiality to these hobbies, collecting and reusing 
second-hand materials, valuing objects passed down or re-discovered, 
expressing a counter economy to the new and purpose made.

31. Cruise, R., 2007. The Methodology of 
Construction: The Gentleman’s Tailor and the 
Home Sewer. In: K. Lloyd-Thomas, ed. 2007. 
Material Matters: Architecture and Material 
Practice. Oxon: Routledge. pp.163-174.

32. It is important to note here that it is the 
specificity of this equipment within the hobby 
room which has ensured that it has remained 
functional and useful for the specific purpose 
of practicing photography. The situation is 
echoed at the Golden Lane Estate in London 
where at least one dark room remains 
functional and used by residents while other 
hobby rooms have been re-assigned for other 
functions.
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FIG.37. Measured survey drawing of 
James Longfield’s living room where he 
plays guitar.
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33. Lefebvre, H., 1991. The Production of 
Space. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. pg.362.

use of field drawings enabled me to engage directly with the position of 
particular users, establishing a connection with a selection of specific 
spatial conditions that they experience. As a complementary approach 
to situated drawing, the field surveys drawings record traces of the 
social inhabitation of space, and in doing so contain insights into the 
everyday practices of appropriation of architecture by users.

Philosopher Henri Lefebvre recognises that spatial production is 
an activity in which both professionals and amateurs are engaged, 
however he argues that both groups perceive and encounter space 
in different ways. According to Lefebvre, the professional architect’s 
perception of space is an abstract one, mediated by the forms of 
representation with which they work, including plans, sections and 
specifications. Focussed on surface and form, these modes of 
representation support and reinforce a focus on the production of 
objects, and their connection to economic and political spheres, but 
overlook the user’s everyday practices of inhabitation. Where the 
architect operates with abstract, mediated, perceptions of space, the 
space of users, or citizens, is lived. This lived space emerges from 
everyday practices and is understood through experience, giving rise to 
a concrete perception of space, with its present conflicts and realities:

When compared with the abstract space of the experts 
(architects, urbanists, planners), the space of the everyday 
activities is a concrete one, which is to say subjective.33

Paul Emmons and Andreea Mihalache argue that the abstracted 
perception of the user by architects is apparent in the production of 
architectural handbooks, introduced in the 1930s and 40s in response 
to the growing standardisation of production, and which outline codified 
approximations of users bodies through the articulation of standardised 
measurements. Furthermore, they propose that the representation of 
users in this approximated way expresses them as passive, without 
personal qualities or individual agency. In contrast they advocate for the 
user to be considered an active inhabitant.34 This perception of the user 
is expressed in the field drawings that trace their interventions.

Accordingly, in observing the use of everyday practices, Michel 
de Certeau argues that though users are considered as passive 
consumers, through their daily operations they are able to use space 
in a way that differs from the abstracted intentions of dominant spatial 
producers connected to the economic and political sphere. Therefore, 
use becomes an operation of power for the inhabitant, providing 
agency to marginalised bodies in acknowledgement of the uneven 
power relations of spatial production.35

Making apparent the rituals of daily life, and the subjective experience 
of enacting these activities, the drawings represent everyday 
inhabitation as form of situated spatial knowledge. However, the 
dialectic between architect and user ensures that a hierarchy is 
maintained between the different forms of knowledge produced by 
these architects and inhabitants.

34. Emmons, P. and Mihalache, A., 2013. 
Architectural Handbooks and the User 
Experience. In: K. Cupers ed. Use Matters: 
An Alternative History of Architecture. Oxon: 
Routledge. pp.35-50.

35. De Certeau. M., 1988. The Practice of 
Everyday Life. London: University of California 
Press.
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FIG.38. Measured survey drawing of 
Jenny Longfield’s music room with 
piano, keyboard and computer for 
recording.
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While the grounded knowledge of the user may be immensely 
valuable in offering insights into the operation of a specific site, its 
social inhabitation, cultural meanings and psychological interpretations, 
the everyday knowledge of the local, or non-expert is often viewed 
pejoratively relative to that of the expert. Where the latter is seen as 
rational, reasoned and logical, the basis of the our technocratic society, 
the former is easily dismissed as subjective, non-consensual, individual 
and instinctive. 

To establish an approach to practice that acknowledges the 
perceptions and needs of users, Till argues that everyday knowledge 
must be drawn into the practice of architecture. He argues that 
architects need to maintain a value for architectural knowledge, whilst 
rejecting the false impressions of authority and certainty upon which 
their elevated position as professionals is established, in order to 
recognise the value of place-based and lived forms of knowledge.36 
Where conventional measured architectural drawings are concerned 
with visualising the built fabric of a space in anticipation of its realisation, 
the survey drawings focus on the post construction realities of its 
inhabitation. Adam Sharr argues that such drawings, which visualise 
the relationship between the physical fabric and social inhabitation, 
acknowledge everyday occupation as a form of design.37 The survey 
drawings present spatial production as a negotiation between the 
opportunities presented by the architecture and the creative intentions 
of the user. Within professional practice, the contribution of users 
through actions and interventions that are introduced post-completion, 
tend to be ignored, or if they are acknowledged, they are looked down 
on for ‘compromising’ the intentions of the designer. But this focus fails 
to acknowledge the creativity of the user, and their potential to create, 
reproduce and manipulate architecture to their own ends. Conversely, 
the acknowledgement of everyday practices in the production of 
measured field drawings, addresses the abstracted view of space 
and occupation held by practitioners, complementing professional 
knowledge with grounded insights from the perspective of the 
inhabitant.

Subsequently, the measured surveys were redrawn as scaled drawings 
in CAD, a defining tool of the profession. By doing so, the everyday 
practices and rituals that they record and visualise are drawn into 
the professional sphere. As a result, the informal design practices of 
the user are given a validated place within the formal production of 
architectural practice, giving them credibility for a professional audience, 
and challenging the dominant cultural position of the professional as 
sole spatial author.

The scaled drawings, once drawn in CAD, were then edited by using 
the process of layering information that CAD enables, as an analytical 
tool to establish distinctions and relations between elements within the 
drawings. This was done, first by removing the lines which describe the 
architectural elements, leaving the space of each room described only 
by the furniture it contains, and second by isolating the specific items 
used for each hobby, revealing the space occupied by each activity, 
framed around the ‘stuff’ which enables its practice.

37. Sharr, A., 2009. Drawing in Good Faith. 
Architectural Theory Review, 14(3), pp.306-
321.

36. Till, J., 1998. Architecture of the Impure 
Community. In: J. Hill, ed. 1998. Occupying 
Architecture: Between the Architect and the 
User. Oxon: Routledge. pp.61-76.
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FIG.39. Measured survey drawing of 
Chloe Booth’s spare bedroom where she 
designs and makes jewellery.
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The edited drawings remove the interventions of the architect, reversing 
the typical form of measured drawings, to render professional spatial 
production invisible. In doing so, they draw attention to and make 
primary, the framing of space through the tactics of the inhabitant, by 
means of the tools and processes available to them, in particular the 
use of furniture and furnishings and small scale interventions. As a 
result, the edited drawings of the inhabitation of the Byker hobbyists 
shift our understanding of what constitutes a hobby room away from 
the physical characteristics of the room - given a formal classification, 
as the hobby rooms are currently defined - towards an understanding 
of the hobby room as a temporal, inhabited space, defined not by 
typology, but rather structured around the tools and practices of the 
hobbyist. The hobby rooms remain spaces of potential, only given 
purpose through the social inhabitation of inhabitants.

The edited CAD drawings were then laser printed onto a set of cork 
placemats and added as another layer on the dining table, establishing 
the process of field survey drawing as a complementary approach to 
situated drawing that builds upon the information already contained 
on the table drawing and tablecloth. In doing so, the three different 
drawings support an interconnected and multi-layered understanding of 
the spatial and social issues surrounding the hobby rooms. 

Though the visual expression of the survey drawings draw from, and 
maintain, professional conventions supported by CAD, by using home-
ware as the media for conveying the information, the professional 
tools of the situated architect are drawn back into the familiar sphere 
of the inhabitant, maintaining a connection to their identity as a user, 
and challenging the professional hold over the tools of architectural 
production. This use of professional tools by users, echoes anxieties 
within the architectural profession that accompanied the emergence of 
CAD design packages, that its accessibility as a tool of production, as 
opposed to the more esoteric practices of hand-drawing, would enable 
the rise of amateur architects, and undermine the professional’s claim 
to a privileged position.38 Used by an amateur, professional tools can 
be deployed in the service of the user’s practices of inhabitation.

Furthermore, by positioning the placemats on the table, the context 
free survey drawings that trace the hobby practice of individual 
Byker residents are ‘placed’ back in reference to their context 
within the redevelopment. In this position, the observer’s attention 
is drawn at once to the specificity of the individual practice, then 
to the broader context of its position in Byker as one of a multitude 
of similar yet distinct everyday practices that fill the physical site of 
the redevelopment with the rituals and traces of life, activities of 
inhabitation, appropriation and unprofessional architecture enacted 
through occupation. Finally, David Leatherbarrow observes that the 
use of table placesettings, in the choreography of which the placemat 
is the most permanent element, establishes a hierarchy of public and 
private spaces on the non-hierarchical terrain of the unoccupied table.39 
Accordingly, not only do the placemats position the hobbies in Byker, 
their function as placemats reflects their existence as private and largely 
individual practices. 

39. Leatherbarrow, D., 2004. Table Talk. In: J. 
Horowitz, and P. Singley, eds. 2004. Eating 
Architecture. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 
MIT Press. pg.214.

38. S.S.R., 1994. Will Amateur CAD Put 
Residential Architects Out of Business? 
Architectual Record, (April 1994). pp.36-37.



211



212

FIG.41. Measured survey drawing of 
Caroline Prince’s living space filled with 
her dress making equipment.
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FIG.42. Measured survey drawing of 
Yassen Roussev’s darkroom at 26a Raby 
Way where he processes his wet-plate 
films.
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Guitar Playing
James

FIG.43-46. Above: A photograph of James 
playing guitar at home. Pages 209-211: 
Edited survey drawings of James’ hobby 
practice.
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Music Recording
Jenny

FIG.47-50. Above: A photograph of Jenny 
recording music in her spare bedroom. 
Pages 213-215: Edited survey drawings of 
Jenny’s hobby practice.
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Jewellery Making
Chloe

FIG.51-54. Above: A photograph of Chloe 
making jewellery in her spare bedroom. 
Pages 217-219: Edited survey drawings of 
Chloe’s hobby practice.
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Amateur Radio
Richard and Mick

FIG.55-58. Above: A photograph of Mick 
and Richard broadcasting a radio show. 
Pages 221-223: Edited survey drawings of 
Chloe’s hobby practice.
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Dress Making
Caroline

FIG.59-62. Above: A photograph of 
Caroline’s dress making space in her 
living room. Pages 225-227: Edited survey 
drawings of Caroline’s hobby practice.



231

Room



232

Furniture



233

Equipment



234

Wet-plate Photography
Yassen

FIG.63-66. Above: A photograph of Yassen 
in his hobby room darkroom.
Pages 229-231: Edited survey drawings of 
Yassen’s hobby practice.
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FIG.67-69. Previous Page: Edited survey 
drawings printed onto cork placemats 
and positioned on the dining table 
drawing. Above and Left: The placemat 
drawings, positioned on the table 
the hobby practices they trace are 
set within their context in the Byker 
redevelopment.



241

The survey drawings of hobby space express the interwoven nature 
of such space within the domestic sphere, revealing the overlaps of 
everyday practices. This intersection can also be seen in Erskine’s 
Box house, which utilises a design approach that facilitates the varied 
temporary occupation of space for particular activities within a single 
space. This intention is achieved by incorporating bespoke items 
of furniture into the building’s structure to support the inhabitation of 
specific daily practices. Within the house, a single living space was 
appropriated at different times during the day by pieces of bespoke 
furniture; a bed/sofa, could be lowered from the ceiling, while a set of 
cupboards ran the length of the internal face of the northern wall, a built 
in item of furniture which offered increased insulation in addition to its 
function as storage. From these cupboards a drawing table folded out 
into the living space, revealing drawings, documents and drawing tools 
which were temporarily deployed to allow Erskine to continue his design 
practices, establishing a ‘hobby space’ of sorts, particularly during a 
period of unemployment during which he developed his speculative 
plans for an Arctic city. According to de Canales, Erskine’s second 
house at Drottnigholm displays a development of this approach, of 
enclosing structure inhabited by activity, albeit more rigidly set out: 

The concrete shell shaping the Drottnigholm house is 
structurally a complete diaphanous body, which Erskine 
filled with small daily operations. Domestic nooks and 
low-key programmes are set within this large, controlled 
interiority.40

Erskine’s approach echoes the split articulated in the survey drawings 
of the Byker hobbyists, which make explicit the relationships between 
envelope/structure and furniture/equipment, or furniture within 
envelope, and their interrelation as a mode of spatial co-production, in 
turn suggesting a method for translating this acknowledgement into a 
design strategy.

Through the use of specific pieces of furniture, the occupation of 
space by users for particular everyday practices can be enabled or 
supported. This tactic is by no means limited to use by architects, in 
fact the use of furniture and furnishings is the primary way for users 
to imbue spaces and rooms with the level of functional specificity 
necessary for everyday practices. As already seen, given a subordinate 
role in spatial production, users are often limited in their ability to 
intervene in the architectural fabric of buildings. This is restriction is felt 
particularly acutely in Byker where these issues are exacerbated by: the 
limitations of the ownership rights of tenants, restrictions on physical 
adaptions in the built fabric due to the heritage listing status and the 
inaccessibility of the hobby rooms. Therefore, residents are limited 
in their freedom and ability to appropriate and alter space through 
modifications.

The edited survey drawings propose hobby space as that occupied 
by a set of specific elements of equipment and furniture, offering a 

Employing furniture as the tool of the user

40. González de Canales, F., 2012. 
Experiments with Life Itself: Radical Domestic 
Architectures Between 1937 and 1959. Actar: 
Barcelona. pg.89.
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FIG.70+71. Right: Living space in Erkine’s 
Box. His workdesk folds down from 
cupboards in the back wall, while a sofa/
bed can be hoisted up to the ceiling 
when not in use to accommodate 
a dining table (Åke E:son Lindman). 
Below: Plan of the Box showing the two 
key spaces divided by a fireplace, and 
furniture that moves to accommodate 
different uses (Ralph Erskine).
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user-centred approach that employs the tools of inhabitation to occupy 
space for the pursuit of everyday hobby activities. Considering the 
altered perception of hobby space arising from the survey drawings, 
the approach of deploying specifically designed items of furniture 
offers a tactic for reclaiming hobby space in-spite of the inaccessibility 
of the hobby rooms themselves, as well as a potential method for 
encouraging social gathering around a common interest, to catalyse the 
communality and social organisation that Erskine was keen to foster.

Stepping away from the limitations of the hobby rooms, and their 
inaccessibility, I started to develop designs for items of furniture which 
were to be used by a specific hobby, as a way to appropriate other 
spaces within or outside of the home for collective or individual hobby 
activity. Though the design of furniture, and conceptualisation of hobby 
space, was intended to shift the focus away from the typology of 
the hobby room, this approach was still anticipated to offer beneficial 
outcomes in terms of the ongoing conversation regarding their use, in 
two particular ways: firstly it was anticipated that any future hobby room 
refurbishments might offer a suitable site for the deployment of hobby 
furniture, and secondly, the design and creation of pieces of furniture 
was anticipated to support the case for the re-use of the hobby rooms 
by making explicit potential demand and stimulating discussion. 

Reflecting the potential expansion of the hobby rooms out into public 
space more broadly across Byker, proposed by the presentation of 
hobby space as public space in the Nolli plan, the development of 
bespoke items of furniture detached from the building structure entirely, 
opens up the possibility for the appropriation of spaces other than 
the hobby rooms for the purpose of pursuing a hobby. In addition, 
by adding a level of mobility to the designs, certain items of furniture 
are able to be deployed to appropriate a range of spaces, internally 
or externally, depending on the needs of the activity, inhabiting these 
spaces with particular social activity.

Designing alternative hobby rooms

An initial opportunity to test this approach through a design project, 
emerged through a conversation with Lowri Bond from the Byker Lives 
project, about the possibility of creating a mobile piece of furniture 
which could be used around the redevelopment to interview residents 
about their memories of Byker, using some recording equipment the 
project had loaned from the Culture Lab at Newcastle University.

In order to explore another approach to situated drawing as a way of 
developing designs in a collaborative way, I setup a sheet of plywood 
within the Byker Lives shop unit as a basis for a design drawing for the 
piece of furniture. The use of plywood was chosen as a reference to 
the plywood propped up on bricks that Gracie and the team used in 
the site office for drawing designs for the redevelopment.41 

This piece of ply became my drawing board for the project onto which 
designs were drawn directly. The process of drawing and designing 
was done when the shop unit was open, in order to accommodate 

41. Drage, M., 2008. Byker: Surprising the 
Colleagues for 35 Years - A Social History of 
Ralph Erskine’s Arkitektkontor AB in Newcastle. 
In: E. Harwood and A. Powers, eds. 2008. 
Twentieth Century Architecture 9: Housing in 
the 20th Century. London: Twentieth Century 
Society. pg 152.
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the input of various members of the public through discussion and 
drawing. The design benefited from a number of conversations with 
residents and visitors. These included a conversation with Andy, a 
resident who had salvaged from a skip a section of an original timber 
bench that would have once sat next to someone’s back door. In 
particular he pointed out the timber runners underneath the slats, that 
had been curved to provide a more comfortable shape for sitting. This 
original bench design formed the basis of the proposal for the interview 
bench, with the addition of a box housing the recording equipment and 
items of memorabilia to support discussion. A frame for the bench drew 
from the round section steel handrail details outside the shop unit. 

As well as the influence of conversations, the drawings were directly 
contributed to by Dan, a visitor to the shop who was on his holidays 
from studying architecture, and interested in the history of Byker. In 
particular, Dan suggested a range of folding mechanisms, that led 
to the development of a retractable fabric canopy pulled up over the 
frame of the bench. Like in Erskine’s office, the drawing in the shop 
succeeded in attracting the attention of a group of children, siblings 
Tash and Taylor, Lacey, Bailey and Morgan from Byker who were keen 
to add their contributions to the drawing, drawing familiar pieces of 
furniture on wheels, and in one case even a house on wheels!

The drawing process also incorporated collage techniques, cutting 
and positioning sections of original hand-drawn external timber details 
designed by Erskine and the team for the redevelopment, that had 
been gathered as part of the Byker Lives project. The incorporation 
of these details into the design process was intended to support 
a material sensitivity in the proposal, establishing a direct material 
connection between the redevelopment and contemporary additions. 
Beyond a particular aesthetic expression, the constructional simplicity 
and material cheapness of these softwood details present the 
impression of radical co-operative self build process of construction. 
Accordingly, this deliberate material choice implies that Byker was 
realised over a longer period of time, through the multiple constructions 
of distinct individuals and groups, referencing a pre-industrial 
vernacular. While this process never actually occurred and the project 
was realised through formal modes of construction, the accessibility of 
these softwood details, and their self-build origins, offer the potential 
to support a appropriation of the hand-made material processes 
they imply, in order to open up possibilities for resident led, amateur 
maintenance and interventions. Accordingly, the design for the bench 
aimed to reconfigure the softwood details into new forms, adopting 
their DIY expression to provide a direct and empowering materiality that 
can be used by residents to realise adaptions that remain sensitive 
to the restrictive heritage listing. The implications of these material 
meanings and possibilities are explored further in Chapter 5, through 
tracing the process of realising this piece of furniture, and a number of 
other design interventions.

Within the design drawing process, sketching, collage and finally a 
scaled and measured drawing to enable construction, were all drawn 
together onto the same sheet of plywood. Consisting of a series of 
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FIG.72+73. Top: A piece of plywood 
positioned in the Byker Lives shop unit 
provided a drawing surface onto which 
designs for a mobile recording bench 
were drawn. Dan, a visitor to the shop 
contributing to the design. Below: Local 
children add their ideas.
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FIG.74-80. Above: The finished design 
drawing showing initial sketches, 
collaged elements and final measured 
proposal. Right: Erskine-drawn external 
details of fence, gate and bin-store. 
The designs for the element of furniture 
collaged some of these softwood timber 
details to support a material sensitivity 
(Ralph Erskine). Opposite Page Top: 
Close-up views of sections of the design 
drawing. Bottom: A drawing by Carlo 
Scarpa of designs for the Castelvecchio 
Museum in Venice. Scarpa developed 
his drawings by amalgamating a series 
of individual details overlayed and 
pasted onto a single piece of card (Carlo 
Scarpa).
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layers which express an open design process from initial ideas to 
final construction drawings, the situated plywood drawing echoes the 
radical drawing process developed by twentieth century architect Carlo 
Scarpa. Scarpa had a particular method of drawing which involved 
gluing a sheet of cardboard down to his drawing board, this drawing 
would represent the whole project, and would incorporate a series of 
drawings produced at different scales. Initially the primary logic of the 
design and site was mapped out onto the card, site-lines, axis etc were 
marked on. Then the design was developed piece by piece on sheets 
of trace paper. Variations were drawn, then laid over the card base 
drawing to explore various possibilities, when a detail was selected it 
was glued down onto the card. Later changes were then pasted over 
the top, building up a layered drawing that encompassed the whole, 
made up of a series of parts.42 Informed by Scarpa’s approach, this 
process of layering drawings on a single sheet, resulted in one drawing 
comprising numerous contributions which expressed the whole design 
process, rendering it visible to those visiting the shop unit.

Following on from this design for a specific client I developed a 
series of quick designs for 24 pieces of potential hobby furniture 
which were either individual pieces in their own right or adaptions of 
existing furniture designs. These varied designs included: benches 
as goalposts, a table for jigsaws, work-stands for bike maintenance, 
ramps for BMX and skateboards, bee hives, benches for reading 
and fishing, a film projection unit, a bed for a hornby train enthusiast 
and a mobile potting shed. Many of these designs emerged from 
conversations with visitors to the shop, and others from the interests of 
residents across the estate, recorded in the field diaries meaning that 
the proposals respond largely to existing practices and demand for 
hobby space. As well as responding to the specific needs of certain 
hobbies, the designs, as a record of a range of existing and potential 
hobby activity, support an argument for the contemporary use of the 
hobby rooms for interest based activity. These varied inspirations for 
each piece are recorded alongside drawings of the hobby furniture in a 
self contained fanzine, which has been included in the thesis. 

Drawing from the insights offered by the surveys, the designs aim 
to balance specificity - ensuring an ongoing suitability for hobby 
activity - with a level of flexibility, that responds to the fluid nature 
of hobby practices in terms of: the spaces they occupy, their 
intersection with other everyday practices that occupy the domestic 
sphere, the changing level of intensity by which they are pursued 
and their vulnerability to fluctuating circumstances. This flexibility is 
accommodated through three design tactics that the elements of 
furniture respond to: First; mobility, allowing pieces to move to response 
to the changing use of space and to occupy a range of different 
spaces, this includes designs for a mobile film unit, a potting bench 
and a desk and stall for a jeweller. Second; adaptability, designing 
elements that are suitable for use by other activities, or adapting 
existing designs for furniture by adding the equipment necessary for 
hobby activity, including designs for chairs that can be used as football 
goals, or others used for bike maintenance and a jigsaw coffee table. 
Third; retreat, allowing the hobby practice to ‘fold away’ during periods 

42. Sergio, L., 2002. Carlo Scarpa. London: 
Taschen. pg.44-48.
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of unuse or inertia, including designs for a music recording cabinet and 
a ‘hornby-trainset’ bed.

A number of these sketch designs were modelled using soldered silver 
coated wire onto a set of pieces of silver cutlery. Their amalgamation 
onto dining implements allows them to take up a position, alongside 
the placemats, to form placesettings on the dining room table. Moving 
around the surface of the dining table, these hobby models can 
be positioned and repositioned on the map of the redevelopment, 
opening up possibilities for their deployment. Moving out from their 
place-settings, the items of cutlery represent the stepping out of hobby 
practices from their individual position, as articulated on the placemats, 
into the public and communal realm, and then their return, establishing 
an oscillation of interest based activity between public and private 
realms, appropriating both at varied times.

A larger scale plan drawing, of the area around the shop unit at Raby 
Cross, was drawn onto the dining table, complementing the overall 
plan of the redevelopment and identifying four key spatial typologies 
within the redevelopment which hold potential for future appropriation: 
the hobby room, outdoor public space, vacant shop units, and semi-
enclosed space underneath the ‘stilt blocks’. Released from the spatial 
particularities of the hobby rooms, and the complexities of their social 
and political restrictions, by employing the spatial tactics which emerge 
from the surveys and precedents of Erskine’s homes in Sweden, 
the elements of furniture are intended to be deployed in a range of 
configurations in spaces which are suitable for the particular practices 
they support, and available to residents, whether within the home or 
elsewhere within Byker.

This larger scale plan drawing of the Raby Cross area extends the 
layering approach drawn from Carlo Scarpa’s practices onto the dining 
table drawing. Drawn together on the same surface a discussion 
between the two drawings is established. The Nolli plan provides 
the basis for a speculation on the appropriation of public space for 
the pursuit of hobbies, while the plan drawing serves to question the 
possibilities of this approach across a number of specific internal and 
external public spaces, each with a distinct set of spatial qualities. The 
furniture models simultaneously appropriate spaces on the urban level, 
across Byker, and at the level of the building, playing with the varied 
spatial scales of each.
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FIG.81+82. Top: Working on a second 
layer of the dining table drawing, 
depicting the plan of the Byker Lives 
shop unit and public spaces outside, 
including hobby rooms and stilt block. 
Above: Close-up of the shop unit plan 
drawing. 
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FIG.83-85. Top: Models of hobby furniture 
positioned on the dining table map of 
Byker, representative of hobby activity 
appropriating a range of spaces across 
the redevelopment. Above: Close-up 
model of a bee hive. Right: A model of the 
‘Film Dalek’ projection unit.
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Conclusion

By observing, recording and acknowledging everyday practices, these 
rituals of life undertaken by residents can be drawn into the process 
of designing, both tacitly, through the experiences of the architect 
as a resident themselves, but also explicitly by observing, tracing 
and recognising the realities of occupation and use. In turn these 
insights into everyday practices of inhabitation influence and direct the 
process of developing and visualising alternative spatial possibilities. 
Furthermore, by drawing architecture and furniture together, the survey 
drawings draw attention to the agency of users’ everyday design 
practices and spatial interventions of adaption and inhabitation, giving 
them a legitimised place alongside expert practices. The production 
of the tablecloth, placemats and cutlery models of hobby furniture, 
combining professional and non-expert modes of representation, 
provide a way of layering this social information onto the situated 
drawing, representing and directly enabling the augmentation of 
professional drawing tools with the socially derived insights of the 
situated practitioner in everyday contexts. Accordingly, in my project 
the incorporation of this survey and fieldwork information informed 
a fundamental shift in approaching the hobby rooms, re-directing 
the focus away from their formal ‘architectural’ qualities, towards the 
realities and possibilities offered by tactics of occupation. The studies 
of specific hobbyists reveal a range of spatial practices that have been 
employed to enable the occupation of the hobby rooms and other 
associated spaces for hobby activity, structured around the use of 
specific furniture and equipment, informing the use of furniture as a 
specific design strategy.

This focus on adaption and the possibilities of user adaption somewhat 
reverses the processes of spatial practice in Byker of the past few 
years, which have seen a slow reversion of the architecture of the 
redevelopment towards its immediate, post-redevelopment state, in 
the wake of the heritage listing process. This trend, that prioritises 
formal architectural values of space, working to maintain them as static 
through the structures of English Heritage’s expert spatial bureaucracy, 
threatens to nullify the tactical and personal marks of inhabitation and 
everyday interventions, that have been introduced by residents, and 
undermine the agency of residents to pursue these operations in the 
future.

As one of these residents, and thus operating by way of appropriation, 
with desires for personal spatial interventions, my practices as 
a situated architect can be seen to emerge directly out of the 
opportunities, limitations, relations, meanings and rituals of the specific 
social context within which I am positioned. Guided by developing 
relations in an increasingly public context, and enabled by specific local 
conditions, the project can be seen to operate in tandem with other 
residents whose everyday practices appropriate the built environment in 
which they are positioned. The practitioner’s status as resident grounds 
their social position as a co-producer of space, underpinned by a 
personal connection to the site of their residence which foregrounds 
their practice. 
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FIG.86. Entertaining local school children 
with a drawing workshop after school in 
the Byker Lives shop unit at Raby Cross.

In terms of the mode of these practices, the appropriation of space 
in the domestic sphere by the hobbyists surveyed, echoes my own 
drawing and design practices undertaken on site, played out on the 
dining room table in my home and visualised in the photos taken from 
above. These personal activities played out firstly in the domestic 
sphere and then increasingly in a public context through collaboration 
provide the practitioner with the agency of de Certeau’s practices of 
everyday life, acts that are habitual, regular and structured yet are also 
deliberate acts of individual agency that express choice and exploit the 
gap between intended and actual use. 

 As we have seen, hobbies emerged to infuse the domestic sphere 
with activity, accordingly, the overlap of hobby activity and domesticity 
results in blurred boundaries between personal everyday practices and 
professional approaches, particularly with regards to the appropriation 
of space and equipment, as well as impositions on time and 
impositions on social life. The hobby therefore occupies an interstitial 
space within society between work and the home, and it is within 
this in-between space that my own practices sit, taking the form of a 
informal hobby practice, rather than professional, activity.

Together these hobby activities, informed by professional knowledge 
yet tactically informal and personal, offer grounded insights into the 
specificities of use that stimulate design and shape appropriation, 
while at the same time framing a new mode of practice that is informal, 
pursuing an amateur approach that is positioned outside of the 
architectural profession.
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The Amateur: The Hobby as an 
Approach to Practice

Introduction

Beyond their typical classification as leisure activities, the creative 
productivity and work-like characteristics of the hobby practices 
surveyed, point towards the possibility for a particular approach to 
work, or practice, and a corresponding mode of production - whereby 
the architect operates as an amateur, designing, making and using 
concurrently - involving other users in this productive loop to intervene 
in the city through ongoing adaption.

In this chapter I reflect on my own designing and DIY building practices 
as a series of hobbies, providing a framework through which to 
investigate the work of Erskine’s team at Byker. Within their work I 
identify a series of amateur practices which operated in tandem with 
their professional approaches. Comparing this informal, and ‘illegitimate’ 
approach with my own unsolicited practices, I consider my position as 
an amateur relative to the professional formulation of the architect. 

Having established the possibility of an amateur approach to 
architectural practice, I draw on critiques from Jonathan Hill and Jeremy 
Till regarding the bounded nature of the architectural profession, 
to understand further how the configuration and operation of the 
profession creates a hierarchical dialectic, one which disempowers 
users in the process of spatial production. Positioned outside of 
the profession of architecture, I observe, explore and exploit the 
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possibilities for the amateur to develop a more intimate relationship with 
users and their concerns, bridging this hierarchical dialectic between 
architects and users which is inherent within the establishment of a 
profession. No longer limited by the professional focus on the design 
and construction of a building, I propose that the amateur is able to 
deploy the spatial knowledge of the professional, or expert, within 
the context of ongoing spatial processes of reconfiguration, repair, 
maintenance and adaption. The accessible processes of bricolage 
are explored as an appropriate means of production,1 observing a 
responsive mode of making which operates tactically, using materials to 
hand and DIY practices. 

The chapter charts the construction and use of seven elements 
of furniture which support the specific hobby activities pursued 
by residents, in doing so explore the possibility for this activity to 
appropriate public and private space within Byker. Drawing from the DIY 
practices and details present in the fabric of the redevelopment, the 
elements of furniture offer a guide to residents to realise adaptions and 
alterations, despite the limitations established by the Grade II* heritage 
listing. In doing so I propose that these elements of furniture establish 
a contemporary, Byker specific, vernacular, providing residents with the 
means of self-determination to dwell and build.

Establishing a conversation with the BCT

At the end of May 2013, Dan Dyer and I prepared a ‘work-in-progress’ 
exhibition of our hobby room research within the Byker Lives shop 
unit where we had been working.2 The exhibition consisted of: the 
hobby room polaroid photograph survey, the dining table drawing 
and tablecloth map of hobby activities, four of the measured survey 
drawings of local hobbyists, along with films of their practice, and a 
series of 24 designs for the hobby specific elements of furniture with a 
few modelled onto cutlery and positioned on the dining table.

The final element was a set of ‘protest posters’ exploring the potential 
for the hobby rooms to navigate around the recently launched and 
controversial ‘bedroom tax’. The posters were formulated as another 
way of questioning the definition of the hobby room, identifying the 
spare room as a space which is often appropriated for hobby activity. 
Recalling that many of Byker’s hobby rooms were designed to the 
proportions of single-bedrooms, with the possibility that they could 
be converted were they to go unused, the blurring of the designation 
between the two opened up the possibility that the re-classification 
could be applied both ways, with more hobby rooms being created 
from the conversion of single bedrooms. Accordingly, the posters 
speculated on the re-classification of single bedrooms as ‘hobby 
rooms’, Byker-specific spaces exempt from taxation.

The exhibition was intended to support further discussions with 
residents about the presence and use of the hobby rooms and to 
identify more residents who pursue hobbies. However, in addition, the 
exhibition opened up my first opportunity to engage in discussion with 
staff from the BCT, regarding their plans for managing and refurbishing 

1. Scalbert, I., 2011. The Architect as 
Bricoleur. Candide: Journal for Architectural 
Knowledge #4, pp.69-88.

2. Field Notes. No.1. Date: 31.05.2013



259

the hobby rooms, in order to ascertain whether my research and ideas 
for hobby furniture could play a part in the future of the hobby rooms. 
The exhibition generated some interest with residents visiting the 
space over the course of the following two weeks, adding to the 
mapping of hobby activities in Byker. Mick, the amateur radio hobbyist 
was particularly taken by the film I had made of his and Richard’s 
hobby, remarking that ‘it made me really proud of my hobby’. He later 
submitted the film to an online competition. I also chatted with Duncan, 
a local police officer who visited the shop a few times, about the 
potential value of hobbies for engaging young residents who with too 
much time on their hands. I subsequently invited the members of staff 
from the BCT office next door to the shop unit, to visit the exhibition and 
discuss their plans for the hobby rooms with us. 

Michelle Bell, Head of Property, Investment, Development and Asset 
Management, and Jenny Johnson, Office Manager, both visited and 
engaged in a broad discussion about the hobby rooms, based on 
the material on display, bringing us up to date with the BCT’s strategy 
for dealing with these spaces.3 In conversation, Michelle informed us 
that, while there was a waiting list of residents who had applied to 
the BCT for access to the hobby rooms, the BCT were undertaking 
a comprehensive survey of the condition and occupation of the 
hobby rooms in order to develop a strategy for dealing with all of the 
hobby rooms, before making any decisions about refurbishment and 
reassignment.

The ‘bedroom tax posters’ in particular provoked conversation, and 
while Michelle acknowledged that in principle the idea would work, she 
also indicated that it would require a large amount of work to ‘reclassify’ 
bedrooms as hobby rooms in order to gain exemption, and would also 
have a knock on effect on the amount of rent that they could charge, 
further affecting the value of the homes as ‘assets’ against which 
they could raise loans for refurbishment works. She acknowledged, 
however, that this approach has been successfully pursued by the 
Labour council in Leeds, who have reclassified over 800 bedrooms as 
‘non-specific’ in order to avoid this particular tax.

Michelle also informed us of the BCT’s participatory budget, the first 
round of which was being launched in September. The 1 million 
pound community budget is being released over a 5 year period, with 
£200,000 made available each year to fund local projects initiated and 
run by residents and local organisations. Michelle encouraged us to 
apply for funding to realise a few pieces of furniture. Accordingly, at the 
start of August 2013,I submitted an application for funding through the 
participatory budget, for the construction of a few pieces of furniture 
which could be used to initiate and support hobby activity in the area, 
whether within refurbished hobby rooms, or elsewhere.4 

The discussion at the Byker Lives shop also led me to arrange another 
meeting with Michelle to learn more about the plans for the hobby 
rooms, and identify potential opportunities to contribute to this process. 
This meeting, was held on 10th of September 2013, and was attended 
by myself, Dan Dyer, Michelle Bell and Steve Howells.5  

3. Field Notes. No.1. Date: 11.06.2013

4. Field Notes. No.1. Date: 09.08.2013

5. Field Notes. No.1. Date: 10.09.2013
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Have you been affected by the new bedroom 
tax? You can now avoid paying this extra tax by 
turning your spare room into a hobby room. 

In Byker there are 64 hobby rooms designed 
as publicly accessible spaces available for 
personal and group hobby activity. 

Whilst the hobby rooms play the role of spare 
bedrooms used for hobbies those who use 
them are not subject to the bedroom tax.

Originally these rooms were designed with the 
potential to one day be used as spare rooms 
should the need arise. 

Since their construction a few have been 
converted into extra bedrooms, however today 
it is possible to reverse this process by offering 
your spare room as a hobby room. 

The ownership of your spare room will 
be temporarily transfered to a third party 
organisation and then this new hobby room will 
be rented back to you free of charge to be used 
for any activities of your choosing. 

Access into your hobby room from your house 
will be retained while a false door will be 
installed to provide ‘access’ from outside.

BEAT THE TAX BY CONVERTING YOUR SPARE BEDROOM INTO A HOBBY ROOM
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NOT ONLY FOR THE 

Have you been affected by the new bedroom tax? 
You can now avoid paying this extra tax by turning 
your spare room into a hobby room. In Byker there 
are 64 hobby rooms designed as publicly accessible 
spaces for personal and group activities. 
Originally these rooms, incorporated into the fabric 
of the estate, were designed to one day be used as 
spare rooms should the need arise. While some 

have been converted you can now reverse this 
process by offering your spare room as a hobby 
room. Your new hobby room will be rented back 
to you free of charge to be used for any ‘activities’ 
of your choosing. Access into the room from your 
house will be retained and a  new door will be 
installed to provide ‘access’ from outside. 

 1%
TAX AVOIDANCE
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Have you been affected by the new bedroom 
tax? By sharing a hobby room with a few of your 
neighbours you can access a spare bedroom 
when you need it without being subject to tax.  

In Byker there are 64 hobby rooms designed 
as publicly accessible spaces available for 
personal and group hobby activity. 

Whilst the hobby rooms play the role of a spare 
bedrooms used for hobbies those who use 
them are not subject to the bedroom tax.

When they were first built these rooms were 
designed with the potential to one day be used 

as spare rooms should the need arise. 

Since their construction a few have been 
converted into an extra bedroom for the 
adjacent house.  

Many of the hobby rooms serve a courtard of 
terrace of houses making them ideal for being 
shared between a few households. 

If you are not exempt from the bedroom tax but 
are occasionally in need of a spare bedroom 
for visitors, family or even carers why not sign 
up to use a hobby room with a few neighbours 
who are in a similar situation.

AVOID BEDROOM
 TAX BY USING A HOBBY ROOM

 AS A SHARED SPARE BEDROOM
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At this point, Michelle brought us up to date with further progress made 
by the BCT since the exhibition on the hobby rooms. They were in the 
process of completing a comprehensive survey of the use, condition 
and key holders for all of the hobby rooms. A £400,000 budget had 
been allotted for the refurbishment of a number of hobby rooms. 
This initial sum was acknowledged to be insufficient to refurbish all 
of them, particularly as a few have sustained some damage through 
arson and other forms of vandalism. The intention was to present the 
survey to the BCT board in December, along with proposals for an 
initial refurbishment of 7 hobby rooms, to be used by a few residents 
currently on the waiting list for access. It was interesting to learn 
from their initial investigations that the majority of hobby rooms had a 
designated resident key-holder, meaning that they are officially ‘in-use’, 
leaving only about 10 actually free for refurbishment and/or adaption. 

Our first point of discussion was whether Dan and I would be able 
to contact the people who were on the waiting list, in order to chat 
to them about their hobby and explore the potential to build items of 
furniture for their hobby practice. Michelle was unwilling to allow us 
to make contact with people in order not to raise expectations before 
it was decided who would gain access to a hobby room. We made 
it clear that our work was not predicated on the individuals gaining 
access to a hobby rooms, however there was a reluctance to move 
before a strategic approach had been developed. We also discussed 
the possibility of being involved in design work for the refurbished 
rooms. However, Michelle was clear that upgrades would comprise 
only of restoring the structure, painting internally and connecting any 
necessary services. As for exploring the possibility of undertaking 
some refurbishments on a hobby room through a self-build approach, 
this seemed too far outside the BCT’s mode of operation. Michelle 
conceded that we could potentially undertake some work experience 
with the contractor once they began their refurbishment work, in the 
role of apprentices. 

A final point of discussion was regarding the possibility of finding 
ways to articulate activities that the hobby rooms could host, perhaps 
through printing graphics on the various doors that are to be replaced, 
in order to initiate a wider conversation between residents about the 
use of these spaces. While Michelle was open to this as a possibility, 
she was unwilling for anything to take place prior to the next meeting of 
the BCT board meeting in December, at which further decisions about 
progress were to be made. There was a clear reluctance to open up 
the discussion, or take certain active steps prior to a strategy being 
developed, the expressed reason being not to raise expectations about 
what was possible. I came away perceiving little space for involvement 
at that time. The day after the meeting, I received a letter informing 
me that my application for funding for construction pieces of furniture 
through the participatory budget had been unsuccessful.6

Together Dan and I proceeded to develop two elements of furniture for 
individual hobbyists with whom we’d already been working. Through 
the University Architecture Department’s ‘Linked Research’ programme, 
we were able to secure £500 funding to undertake the construction.

FIG.1-3. Previous Page and Left: Speculative 
protest posters suggesting the use of 
the hobby rooms as a way to circumvent 
the ‘bedroom tax’, by reclassifying spare 
bedrooms - currently subject tax for 
residents who recieve housing benefit - 
as hobby rooms.

6. Field Notes. No.1. Date: 11.09.2013
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Realising elements of hobby furniture

As observed, though produced through a formal, professional design 
and construction process - albeit with participatory ambitions - the 
materiality of Byker, with its many softwood joinery details, maintains a 
DIY aesthetic, to such an extent that Reyner Banham quipped that it 
appeared ‘as if a tidal wave of sheddery and pergolation had broken 
over the lower terraces and splashed as far up the Wall as it could 
reach, leaving balconies and flower boxes and pigeon lofts clinging 
insecurely all over the facade’.7 In his critique of the redevelopment 
for Progressive Architecture journal, David Dunster observed that this 
homemade detailing ‘invites the amateur builder to add’.8

The construction of the elements of furniture accepts this invitation, 
adopting both a DIY aesthetic and mode of construction that extends 
the specific materiality of Byker’s detailing. Maintaining my engagement 
with informal approaches, hobby making provided an appropriate 
mode of production for the creation of the designs for the various 
pieces of hobby furniture. In particular this process tapped into my own 
interest in craft, particularly objects utilising timber joinery. I have long 
derived enjoyment from making, and learnt a range of construction 
skills through school, and from my father’s instruction. During one 
particularly memorable summer holiday, we gained access to the 
school workshop and built a Canadian canoe from marine plywood 
and a set of templates. Later in my father’s career he worked for a 
time as a handyman, and would regularly solicit my help in realising 
his various projects. At one point he was even employed to rebuild a 
series of external timber features at a house close to ours in Byker. My 
experience as a maker and my engagement with the material qualities 
and making processes involved in construction both fed into the further 
refinement of designs for the furniture elements, evolving them from 
initial sketch proposals to elements to build with specific dimensions 
and material characteristics.

In total seven of the designs for hobby furniture that I speculated on 
in the last chapter were built, constructed for a range of groups and 
individuals, in order to test the possibilities and limits for this form of 
informal appropriation related to the pursuit of hobbies, and the issues 
of social organisation behind their practice. About a year after moving 
into our house, Jenny and I decided to get a house rabbit. Always keen 
for DIY projects to pursue, I decided that it would be cheaper, and 
more enjoyable, to construct a hutch myself. With this idea in mind, 
while washing the dishes one morning, I was looking out the window, 
across Kendal Green, to the Wall beyond. On this occasion, I observed 
the timber balconies in a different way, scaled down, I thought, their 
form would offer an ideal template for a rabbit hutch with two levels. 
An enclosed lower level, and netted upper level, connected by a 
ramp. Materials were purchased from our local Wickes (a chain of DIY 
and home improvement stores), and we constructed the hutch in my 
father’s garage over the course of a weekend. This set a precedent, a 
model for interventions which were both inspired by the details of the 
redevelopment design, and employed my own hobby skills and interest 
in timber joinery. 

7. Banham, R., 1975. The Great Wall of Tyne. 
New Society, 31(644), (6 February 1975), 
pg.330.

8. Dunster, D., 1979. Walled Town: Byker 
Redevelopment, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, 
England. Progressive Architecture, August 
1979. pg.70.
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FIG.4+5. External soft wood timber 
details around Byker, with unfinished 
recent maintenance additions next to 
existing constructions. The details use 
a simple, accessible and DIY materiality 
evoking a handmade process of 
construction.
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FIG.6-8. Opposite Page: A measured 
drawing, in the style of Erskine’s details, 
showing the design of a rabbit hutch 
inspired by the balconies on the Wall. 
Right: A sketch showing the adaption of 
the hutch in anticipation of its move to 
another house. Below: The rabbit hutch 
in place in the porch of our house at 3 
Kendal Green.
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The interview bench was designed in conversation with members 
of the Byker Lives project, and visitors to the shop unit where the 
project was running. As previously outlined, the design draws on a 
number of design details from the redevelopment, including the original 
benches that were positioned outside the majority of homes, and were 
a re-interpretation of the door-steps of the old Byker terraces where 
residents would stop, sit and chat. The frame of the bench draws from 
handrail details that were constructed in round section steel, while the 
box that hosts the recording equipment, positioned in the centre of the 
bench, makes reference to the varied dimensions of timer slats that 
are used to form fences, bin stores and planters across Byker. Finally, 
these slated elements are reflected in the use of a striped fabric that 
forms the retractable canopy over the bench. This striped fabric was 
also used by Erskine in his designs for the Engström summer-house in 
Sweden, at Lisön.

The designs for the recording bench were realised through a DIY 
approach. The timber work was cut at the workshop in the Architecture 
Department at Newcastle University, and then assembled on site at the 
Byker Lives shop unit. The fabrication of the steel frame was enabled 
by local resident Andy. As well as his involvement in the Byker Lives 
project, Andy runs a metal fabricating business in Byker. He offered 
me the use of his workshop for the construction, and to teach me to 
weld. This meant that I was able to be involved in the making process, 
and although it extended the duration of the project, it also helped 
me expand my skills. Finally, the fabric canopy for the bench was 
measured and cut on my living-room floor, and stitched with help from 
Jenny using an old Singer machine given to us by a family friend, who 
also lives at the top of the hill in Byker. 

The bench was later used at two exhibitions in Byker, one at the 
Byker Lives shop unit, and another in the Ouseburn as part of a wider 
exhibition of local history and heritage. On both occasions the bench 
was used to record recollections and memories from visitors of their 
experiences of, and connections to, Byker.

Interview Bench
Lowri - Byker Lives Project
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FIG.9-11. Top: Bending steel to form the 
frame of the interveiw bench, in Andy’s 
metal workshop in Byker. Middle: Cutting 
steel in the workshop. Below: Marking 
and stitching fabric on the floor of my 
living room at 3 Kendal Green.
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FIG.12-15. Opposite Page Top: One end 
of the completed interview bench. 
Below: Jenny and Chloe using the 
bench at Raby Cross to record Chloe’s 
experience of being a resident of Byker. 
Right: The interview bench outside the 
Photographic Workshop hobby room 
at 26a Raby Way. Below: The interview 
bench in use.
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The joinery workbench was designed as an enabling element of 
furniture, that would allow me to pursue my own joinery hobby and 
facilitate the construction of other pieces of furniture.

The workbench uses a chunky softwood frame to support a plywood 
work surface and storage. The key feature of the workbench is the 
height adjustability of the work surface, that can be raised from 720mm 
to 900mm. The lower height is equivalent to a standard desk, making 
it comfortable to sit, design and draw at, while the raised height makes 
the bench more comfortable to work at when standing and making. 
The adjustable work surface is also able to be tilted, enabling it to 
function as a drawing board. 

Half of the workbench is given over to storage, split between a 
cupboard on one side and a set of three shelves on the other, which 
provide space for tool storage. The drawers and cupboard doors were 
painted with chalkboard paint onto which you can write their contents, 
while the drawer handles again reference Byker’s typical fence slat 
detail.

The workbench was constructed in the architecture workshop at 
Newcastle University, before being moved to the Byker Lives shop 
unit where I was working, and was used in the construction of other 
elements of hobby furniture, including the Film Dalek, mobile potting 
bench and Byker Lives interview bench.

Joinery Workbench
James
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FIG.16-18. Above: An adjustable frame 
allows for the surface of the joinery 
workbench to be raised and angled for 
different uses. Right. The workbench in 
use at the Byker Lives shop unit at Raby 
Cross to build the mobile potting bench. 
Below. The joinery workbench was 
used to form a temporary hobby room 
through occupation.
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The jewellery desk was designed specifically for jewellery maker Chloe, 
whose practice we had surveyed previously. The design for this desk 
altered rather significantly from the initial sketch design, after a number 
of more detailed conversations with Chloe about her needs and 
perceived use. In particular the re-orientation of the design around a 
trunk concept, rather than the original idea of a folding work surface, 
arose from her need to store and transport equipment and jewellery, 
in addition to her need for a work and display surface. The final design 
features a plywood trunk that closes and locks to secure Chloe’s tools 
and designs. Once opened, the trunk operates as a desk or stall, held 
in place by two softwood frames that act as legs. To transport the stall, 
the two frames are laid either side of the trunk and held in place by 
leather straps. Finally, a set of four collapsible poles support a fabric 
canopy above the stall, put in place at a market. 

The designs draw inspiration from Byker’s softwood timber but the 
construction was finished to the higher standard of a piece of internal 
furniture, sanded and varnished, then decorated with influences from 
Chloe’s jewellery to mark it out as an individual piece, clearly derived 
from Byker yet distinctly individual. A gold stencil of Chloe’s logo was 
sprayed on the outside of the trunk, and is complemented by her 
website printed on the inside face, to be visible when open and on 
display at a market. The internal and external faces of the two ends of 
the trunk were lined with antique Ordnance Survey maps provided by 
Chloe, that reflect important geographical locations from her life. 

Chloe herself contributed to making the jewellery desk by fabricating 
the finished canopy from a favourite piece of fabric, and later, once 
we completed the desk, by adding some additional display supports 
to hold more of her jewellery onto the stall. In making additions, she 
expressed her desire to be sensitive to the design, materials and 
aesthetics of the trunk, and used tonally matching wooden frames 
upon which to hang earrings and necklaces. A few months after we 
finished the trunk, Chloe secured a job in London with a jeweller with 
whom she had long wished to work. The trunk was moved and used 
as her desk at her new job. 

Jewellery Trunk
Chloe
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FIG.19+20. Top: A sketch drawing of the 
jewellery trunk that can open up as 
a desk and markey stall. Left: Design 
drawing for the jewellery trunk showing 
the different uses.
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FIG.21-23. Above: The jewellery trunk 
assembled. Opposite Page Top: The trunk 
closed ready for movement. Below: The 
trunk in the process of assembly.
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FIG.24-27. Opposite Page Top: Chloe’s 
jewellery set out on the stall at a design 
fair in Ouseburn, neighbouring Byker. 
Below: Chloe setting up the stall at 
another local design showcase. Top: 
Chloe talking to an interested visitor. 
Left: The trunk outside, on its way to a 
market.
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The film unit was built, not for a specific individual or group, but instead 
as a catalyst, with the intention to support the initiation of a film club, 
conceived in response to a number of conversations with Richard 
and John, my neighbour. Richard has a passion for films almost, but 
not quite equal to his interest in German Krautrock, while John has 
amassed a large collection of DVDs, many of which we have borrowed 
during our time in Byker. I was also interested to discover that there had 
been a number of cinemas in the Byker area, in the early part of the 
twentieth century. I was intrigued by the social and cultural significance 
of these old picture houses, memories of which were a re-occurring 
theme in the recollections of old Byker shared by visitors to the Byker 
Lives project. There was the Brinkburn Cinema, The Regal Cinema, 
on Shields Road, later to become the Odeon, the Apollo Cinema, 
also on Shields Road, the Imperial Cinema, the Grand Theatre, the 
Bamboro Cinema and The Raby. We imagined the possibility of a film 
club as a way to reclaim the communality of watching films, and the 
activity of discussing them afterwards, which has been lost through 
the introduction of televisions into the home and cinemas situated at 
greater distance and accessed at greatly increased cost. The film unit 
later became known as the Film Dalek, thanks to its form and slow 
trundling movement around Byker, unable to tackle stairs!

The design draws directly from the arrangement of slats on the many 
bin stores around Byker, but its overall form references the highest 
element of the Byker Wall - Tom Collins house - a triangular block 
of sheltered housing that offers expansive views up the river Tyne. 
The Film Dalek’s tapering shape was drawn directly from this Byker 
landmark, while the colours, raised section and cable run reference 
its articulated lift shaft. The top section provides an enclosed area for 
a projector, while a shelf below holds a laptop and speakers. Finally 
the section below holds a set of stools, used for viewing the films. 
The Film Dalek was partially constructed in the architecture workshop 
at Newcastle University where the elements were cut, then were 
assembled, varnished and painted using the joinery workbench in the 
Byker Lives shop unit. 

Film Dalek
Richard, John, James
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FIG.28-30. Above: Design sketches of the 
Film Dalek. Below Left: Tom Collins house 
in Byker, a strong visual inspiration for 
the Film Dalek design (Andrew Curtis). 
Below Right: Sketches exploring spatial 
arrangements  for the use of the Dalek.
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FIG.31-34. Opposite Page Top: Local 
residents at a film night at the Byker 
Lives shop unit, enabled by the Film 
Dalek. Below: A view of a laptop on the 
shelf in the Film Dalek. Left: The front of 
the Dalek showing the cut out for the 
projector. Below: The Dalek at use to 
showcase my research at Newcastle 
University.
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The music shelves were designed for Jenny’s music room. Already 
limited for space thanks to the presence of a piano, desk and 
keyboard, with the arrival of our first child, Beth, the room became a 
cluttered dumping ground, and so I conceived the shelves to provide 
more storage and rationalise the room. The designs drew directly 
on the survey drawing of Jenny’s hobby, particularly the use of the 
keyboard, computer and MIDI interface in tandem to record music.

The shelves run the entire width of the end wall of her music room, and 
span from floor to ceiling, providing an extensive area for storing music 
books and other paraphernalia. The shelves are supported by four 
softwood ‘ladders’ that act as legs, and are attached back to the side 
walls. In order to support Jenny’s recording, a desk was incorporated 
into a section of the shelves to facilitate the computer, underneath the 
desk is fitted a drawer for the keyboard that slides out making it easy to 
connect the two together for recording, and store the keyboard out of 
the way when not in use. 

The shelves were all cut from left over pieces of plywood  that had 
been used for the construction of the Film Dalek and jewellery trunk, 
while the softwood was purchased at Wickes and cut in my father’s 
garage on a weekend. These pieces were transported back to 3 
Kendal Green for preparation and assembly. The first floor of our house 
became a furniture workshop on the following weekend, with elements 
cut, glued and sanded in the music room, then left to dry in the bath 
once varnished. 

Music Shelves
Jenny
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FIG.35+36. Right: Legs for the music 
shelves clamped as they are glued in 
Jenny’s music room. Below: The music 
shelves completed and inhabited with 
music books, computer, keyboard and 
interface that Jenny uses to record 
music.
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FIG.37-40. Top: Music shelves in 
construction. Above: Shelves for the 
furniture drying in the bath having been 
varnished. Opposite Page Top: Completed 
shelves being populated. Below: 
Jenny drawing out the keyboard shelf 
positioned underneath the desk.
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The opportunity to build the mobile potting bench emerged through 
conversation with a close friend, Anna, with whom I attended university 
and who moved to Byker at a similar time to us. Engaged in the local 
community in numerous ways, at the time Anna was running the Byker 
Community Gardens in the grounds of St Michael’s church. Alongside 
her activities within the gardens, she shared with me plans to initiate 
a gardening service, training and supporting residents to plant and 
nurture their own gardens, as well as forming a group of residents to 
tend to some of the neglected planters around the redevelopment. 
We both felt that the mobile potting bench could support this activity, 
supporting the potting and growing of plants in the community garden, 
before transporting them around the redevelopment to be planted out 
in public spaces.

The mobile potting shed was conceived as a glorified wheelbarrow, 
able to be transported around Byker easily. The frame supports a series 
of plastic containers to store tools, seeds and plants, while above, a 
work surface provides space to tend to plants. A cut-out section of 
the surface can be lifted up to allow access to the containers below. 
A visit to a favourite local leather shop in the city centre, yielded some 
discarded sections of leather that I used to wrap the bench handles, 
and provide a comfortable grip. Finally, a couple of transparent plastic 
shower curtains were purchased and stitched together to provide a 
canopy which can be placed over the upper frame to create a warm 
mini-greenhouse environment in which to grow seedlings.

I borrowed my father’s mitre saw to construct the mobile potting bench 
within the Byker Lives shop unit, using the joinery workbench to occupy 
the shop as my own hobby room for the duration of the process. On 
one afternoon, while I was varnishing the potting bench frame, a local 
college student called Jamie, and his friend, came in to see what I was 
doing. They were both studying on painting and decorating courses, 
and spent a couple of hours helping me give the wooden frame a coat 
of varnish. Finally, the bearings for the rubber potting bench wheels 
were made by my father-in-law, in his attic.

Mobile Potting Bench
Anna - Community Gardens
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FIG.41+42. Previous Page Top: Constructing 
the mobile potting bench in the Byker 
Lives shop unit. Bottom: The potting 
bench in use with local children from the 
Byker Community Gardens.
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The hobby as an approach to work

Employing my own hobby practice of joinery, with support from other 
hobby makers, the process of constructing the elements of furniture 
used a series of spaces and tools which were easily accessible to me. 
In doing so they adopted similar tactics of appropriating space used 
by other Byker hobbyists, and observed in the surveys. By occupying 
the domestic sphere, employing readily available tools and equipment, 
my own unsolicited practices in Byker resemble a series of hobby 
activities. Drawing, filming, stitching, modelling, photography and joinery 
were all employed at different points during the design and construction 
process, situating the process of realising architectural interventions 
within my own everyday practices and skills. This process intersected 
with my connections and relations with other residents in Byker, and 
drew on the particular opportunities that arose as a result of my situated 
position within the redevelopment as an engaged resident, as well as 
the capabilities and production of other hobbyists. By employing the 
informal and unstructured modes of production undertaken by hobbies, 
using tools, and methods that are accessible to non-professionals, 
these practices became methods of design and production in their 
own right, defining and describing an informal mode of operation which 
emerged out of the inhabited spaces of my residence.

In attempting to define hobbies, Steven Gelber, Robert A. Stebbins 
and Kenneth Roberts identify them as a form of leisure activity, yet all of 
these commentators observe particular work-like characteristics which 
cause hobbies to be distinguished from, or categorised as a subset 
of, leisure.9 Stebbins argues that the disciplined nature of hobbies, as 
‘serious leisure’, distinguishes them from more passive forms of ‘casual 
leisure’. The disciplined nature of this activity, and the level of skill and 
knowledge gained through its pursuit, leads Stebbins to claim that a 
hobby can offer a form of ‘job in absentia’, providing the benefits of 
engaging with a work-like activity for those who find they have too little 
of it.10 Additionally, Gelber observes that, for some individuals, hobbies 
can offer compensatory elements not provided at work, satisfying 
desires for autonomy, creative expression and respite, and/or, self-
fulfilling qualities, allowing them to continue to use skills developed 
in the workplace.11 Through a study on the affect of serious leisure 
commitment on career commitment Fiona McQuarrie, suggested that 
engagement in hobby activity had a positive impact on the ability of 
individuals to pursue their career; ‘If anything, comments made by 
the survey respondents suggest that serious leisure participation has 
allowed them to develop skills that will contribute positively to their work 
careers’.12 

Not only do hobbies sustain and perpetuate work patterns within 
the home but many hobbies find their roots in pre-industrial forms of 
work such as fishing, gardening or carpentry, re-configured as leisure 
pursuits.13 Resulting from this idea of leisure emerging as a response 
to the compartmentalisation of work, hobbies remain defined in 
oppositional terms to work, indeed by the absence of work. However, 
it is clear that many hobbies do not sit comfortably within this dialectic, 
making their classification as leisure uncertain. 

9. Stebbins, R.A., 2001. Serious Leisure. 
Society, 38(4), pp, 53-57; Gelber, S.M., 1999. 
Hobbies: Leisure and the Culture of Work 
in America. New York: Columbia University 
Press; and Roberts, K., 1999. Leisure in 
Contemporary Society. Oxon: CABI Publishing.

10. Stebbins, R.A., 2001. Serious Leisure. 
Society, 38(4), pp, 53-57.

11. Gelber, S.M., 1999. Hobbies: Leisure 
and the Culture of Work in America. New 
York: Columbia University Press; and Gelber, 
S.M., 1991. A Job You Can’t Lose: Work and 
Hobbies in the Great Depression. Journal of 
Social History, 24(4), pp.741-766.

12. McQuarrie, F.A.E., 1999. Work Careers 
and Serious Leisure: The effects of non-work 
commitment on career commitment. Leisure/
Loisir, 24(1/2), pg.135.

13. McKibbin, R., 1983. Work and Hobbies 
in Britain 1880 - 1950. In. Winter, J., 1983. 
The Working Class in Modern British History: 
Essays in Honour of Henry Pelling. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. pp.127-146.
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The amateur practices of Erskine’s team

With such similarities to paid employment, hobbies represent 
a conceptual interstice between the worlds of leisure and paid 
employment, and could be perceived as amateur work as easily as 
serious, or disciplined, leisure. In both cases it is the blurring of the 
dialectic of work and leisure that situates the hobby, which leads 
Gelber to conclude that ‘rather than an offspring of either work or play, 
it is more accurate to view hobbies as an offspring of both; a child of 
two fathers’.14 With such ambiguity, the question is raised, then, of how 
hobby activity may be distinguished from work? McKibbin proposes 
that ‘individual control of time was perhaps the main difference between 
formal work and hobby work’.15 While Gelber argues that ‘hobbies, like 
work, could be difficult and frustrating, but unlike work they were free 
from alienation because no matter how hard hobbyists worked, their 
hobby-work was freely undertaken’.16 

Andre Gorz argues that work, in the context of capitalism, is defined 
only as labour that is connected to the productive economy, primarily 
perceived as stable, full-time employment.17 While the activity may 
look the same as that pursued for paid employment, it is possible to 
distinguish hobbies by the freedom with which they are pursued. For 
the individual hobbyist, while their primary motivation may vary from 
enjoyment to autonomy, creativity or escape, it is hardly ever financial 
remuneration. This key characteristic identifies hobbies as amateur and 
not professional activity. The term amateur, derived from the Latin root 
‘amator’ meaning lover, implies motivation based on the pleasure of the 
activity itself, as opposed to an alternative objective.

It is this freedom, without financial incentive, that partially characterised 
the ‘extra-curricular’ activities of the architects at Byker. Although some 
additional funding was provided for what Mike Drage called ‘non-
architectural’ work, he noted that the time spent on this form of public 
engagement ‘far exceeded’ any compensation.18 Caroline Gracie also 
recorded that the situation of the office resulted in an overlapping of 
roles not traditionally associated with an architect’s work, grumbling 
that this resulted in ‘unfavourable’ pay and hours when compared to 
the work of the Local Authority architects.19 Indeed Erskine claims that 
Gracie even rejected a lucrative job offer in the Middle East to join him 
on the project at Byker,20 suggesting a motivation other than financial.

At Erskine’s Byker office, the architects’ approach to practice was 
typically professional, commissioned by a client with a clearly defined 
site, brief and timescales. As noted above, they made some attempt 
at user participation, within this framework, through the creation of 
a pilot scheme in which volunteers were consulted on the housing 
designs. These steps – questioned for their effectiveness at the time 
by Peter Malpass – seem to have little to offer us today at a time when 
participatory practices, of varying degrees of complexity and quality, are 
relatively commonplace.21

As residents of Byker, however, the architects’ professional 
commitments were augmented by a set of more informal and personal 

17. Gorz, A., 2005. Reclaiming Work: Beyond 
the Wage Based Society. Cambridge: Polity 
Press. 

21. As identified in Chapter 2.

14. Gelber, S.M., 1991. A Job You Can’t 
Lose: Work and Hobbies in the Great 
Depression. Journal of Social History, 24(4), 
pp.744.

15. McKibbin, R., 1983. Work and Hobbies 
in Britain 1880 - 1950. In. Winter, J., 1983. 
The Working Class in Modern British History: 
Essays in Honour of Henry Pelling. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. pp.127-146.

16. Gelber, S.M., 1991. A Job You Can’t 
Lose: Work and Hobbies in the Great 
Depression. Journal of Social History, 24(4), 
pp.743.

18. Drage, M., 2008. Byker: Surprising the 
Colleagues for 35 Years - A Social History of 
Ralph Erskine’s Arkitektkontor AB in Newcastle. 
In: E. Harwood and A. Powers, eds. 2008. 
Twentieth Century Architecture 9: Housing in 
the 20th Century. London: Twentieth Century 
Society. pg.153.

19. Gracie, C., 1976. Housing Brief for 
Architects: The Changing Role of the Architect. 
Newcastle upon Tyne: Ralph Erskines 
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20. Erskine, R., 1984. Designing between 
Client and Users. In: R.C. Hatch, ed. 1984. 
The Social Scope of Architecture. New York: 
Van Nostrand Reinhold. pg.189.
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FIG.43-45. Below: Erskine with local 
school child pinning up the rota in the 
office window (Bengt Ahlqvist). Right: 
Erskine showing children the drawings 
in the office (Bengt Ahlqvist). Below: A 
drawing by architects and children of an 
experimental playspace built to test play 
feature design (Ralph Erskine).
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engagements, rooted in a sense of responsibility to the area. While the 
profession of architecture – the practice of which remains guarded by 
codes, regulation and a legally protected title – is concerned with the 
production of a building supposedly completed at a moment in time,22 
the architects’ ‘non-architectural’, or amateur, practices engaged with 
the social and physical realities of the occupation of the architecture 
to embrace issues of management, operation and inhabitation. Their 
broad range of informal activities included: building an experimental 
playground for local children, with their help and that of their parents; 
running a children’s drawing club; running a treasure hunt as a part of 
the Byker festival as a way of introducing residents to the layout and 
details of the estate; and securing plants for residents’ gardens through 
the landscaping contract and publishing a guide to planting a garden.23 
Such was the uptake of gardening that Byker won the ‘best kept village’ 
award in the Britain in Bloom competition in the summer of 1980.24 In 
addition, the architects helped residents to petition the council for a six 
month forward allocation of housing so that they could prepare for their 
move, helping reduce some of the anxiety that arose from an uncertain 
future. As noted above, the Gracies’ experience of the traumas of 
demolition led them to draw up a code of conduct as an additional way 
of limiting the impact of the upheaval.25 It was also the case that little 
of the time spent in discussion with residents was concerned with the 
new architecture and the house designs, instead these conversations 
were largely occupied by complaints about social and building 
problems.26 Some of these can be seen in the architect’s daybook 
record, which expresses an odd delight in the mundane quality of many 
of these interactions.27 However the architects’ presence, and their 
ability to direct residents to the appropriate agencies, ensured issues 
were dealt with that may otherwise have gone un-noticed.28

On reflection, Drage observes that in today’s ‘more litigious times’, it 
is unlikely that the architects would have been able to construct the 
experimental play space and that the children’s drawing club would 
have been subject to more bureaucratic checks.29 Contained here 
is an implication that they stepped out of the professional cover they 
would have had over their formal practices. In other words, they were 
operating as enthusiastic amateurs, activity which was nonetheless 
heavily informed by their professional expertise, however far its 
methods may have strayed from the immediate professional sphere.

I am not an architect in strict terms, or as Catherine Ingraham puts it 
a (bone fide) architect.30 As an amateur, un-commissioned and yet 
without a full complement of accredited qualifications, my work sits 
outside the profession of architecture, yet with one foot in the camp. 
Having been introduced to its operations through formal training, I 
also draw from its tools, expertise and conventions, in order to guide 
and inform my interventions in the site of my operation, the bounded 
place of my residence. This blurring between two approaches echoes 
the amateur practices of Gracie and Erskine’s team. Interwoven into 
the experience of residency, this amateur approach to architecture 
sits between the domestic sphere and professional approaches. 
In our amateur practices, both myself and Gracie’s team employ 
our architectural knowledge from our position as users. However, 
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Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
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though the practices, and designs, of my own operations and those 
of Erskine’s team share an engagement with the concept of amateur 
practice, they adopt different positions relative to this term. The 
practices of Erskine’s team that could be considered as amateur, were 
a set of non-professional operations that supplemented their formal 
engagements. They operated as amateurs by stepping beyond their 
professional commitments, taking opportunity of their embedded 
position in the social structures of Byker to influence the way that the 
redevelopment was undertaken. In this sense they pursued aspects 
of an amateur approach, though their identities on site as practitioners 
remained professional.

Through my situated operations in Byker, that extend out of my status 
and engagement as a resident, my own amateur practices constitute 
the basis of my identity as a practitioner, and my relationship to the 
profession of architecture, positioned outside of its formally configured 
boundaries, yet providing a specific context within which to deploy 
architectural knowledge, tools and approaches. The amateur, as as an 
identity as well as a mode of operating, is defined by their relationship 
to a profession, specifically by their position outside of professional 
boundaries. Outside of its formal structures they operate informally, 
however they are neither unskilled, nor prevented from engaging in 
the operations that professional institutions claim to hold a monopoly 
over. In the case of architecture, an amateur is able to operate on 
the boarder between the professional status of the architect, and 
the perceived passivity of a user, negotiating the boundary between 
architects and users. 

As has already been explored, my own practices operate in this 
transversal territory, drawing together expert and non-expert forms of 
knowledge and modes of production, proposing the amateur as an 
engaged and architecturally productive user. This embrace of two roles, 
or conflict of identities, necessitates a re-evaluation of the identities and 
relationships between architects and users, groups who are typically 
perceived to occupy separate territory, in terms of spatial production.

According to Jonathan Hill, the productive and creative potential of the 
user to contribute to the creation of architecture, within the design and 
construction process, or through actions and interventions that are 
introduced post-completion, tends to be ignored by the architectural 
profession, or if they are acknowledged, they are looked down on 
for ‘compromising’ the intentions of the designer. This negation of 
the user’s agency, is however somehow necessary for the practice 
of architecture to be considered a profession, a legal configuration 
which establishes a privileged position for the architect in the process 
of spatial production. The articulation of a distinction between the 
self-defined and bounded practice of architecture, and the spatial 
production of other actors, including users, underpins the status of 
architecture as a protected profession and, accordingly, establishes the 
architect’s privileged position in society.31

Architect - User, a dialectic

31. Hill, J., 2003. Actions of Architecture. 
Oxon: Routledge. 
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In order to establish architecture as a legally protected profession, 
Till observes that the practices of architecture, that is the utilisation 
of the tools and knowledge which help to produce architecture, are 
conceptualised as bounded and impermeable, whereas in reality they 
are open operations.32 This openness prevents the practice being 
protected, and as a result it is not the practice which is protected, 
but the title of the architect. The profession then relies on an 
unacknowledged equating of practice and profession: 

The profession of architecture and the practice of 
architecture are clearly different but often treated as if they 
are the same. The profession of architecture is internally 
defined and necessarily self-contained; the practice of 
architecture is a set of external networks, and necessarily 
dependent.33

In order to define a territory of practice to demarcate as the profession, 
the boundaries of which can be maintained, the production of 
architecture is conceived as a bounded activity, linear and static. This 
defined scope of practice is concerned with the production of an 
aesthetic and formal object, where architects assume that ‘architecture 
is a physical phenomenon with specific materials and dimensions, a 
building but not any building, their building (preferably) unoccupied.’34 
The media and architectural press primarily engage with buildings in 
terms of criticism at the point of practical completion, playing their part 
in maintaining the professional boundary, illustrated with photographs of 
finished, yet unoccupied, buildings. 

Though maintaining the boundaries of the profession, Till argues that 

FIG.46. Architects working in Erskine’s 
office on site in Byker (Mike Drage).

34. Hill, J., 1999. The Illegal Architect. London: 
Black Dog Publishing. pg.16.

32. Till, J., 2009. Architecture Depends. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 

33. Till, J., 2009. Architecture Depends. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press.
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its primary focus on the production of a building an aesthetic object, 
results in either a narrowing of creative possibilities for the architect, or 
the pre-determination of building as an answer to spatial problems. As 
Till notes, Cedric Price recognised that ‘the addition of a building is not 
necessarily the best solution to a spatial problem’.35

One consequence of the focus on architecture as the production of a 
building is an artificial binary established between architect and user 
at the moment of a building’s completion. This is the point at which, 
supposedly, the contribution of the architect ends and the user takes 
ownership. For Jill Stoner this dialectical hierarchy de-legitimises users 
from taking a recognised role in what is an ongoing process of spatial 
production, rather than an artificially designated finite activity:

Space is always under construction, in perpetual loops 
of distributions and contestations within a latticework 
of human relations and activity. And it’s precisely this 
complex, cohered fabric within which we must embed 
ourselves, and thus break the stratified pyramid that holds 
the architect/subject as a stable identity at the top and the 
user/subject captive at the bottom.36

Hill questions the premise of this binary categorisation of individuals 
who engage with architecture as either architect or user. Though the 
activities of the user are sidelined, he argues that the creative actions 
of the user are as productive as those of the architect in intervening in 
the built environment, to the extent that users ‘can make a new building 
through using’,37 re-making buildings either through their physical 
reconfiguration, or their use in alternative ways to those anticipated in 
its design. Between the binary of architect and user, Hill proposes the 
conceptualisation of an interloper; ‘a third entity: the illegal architect, 
a hybrid producer-user, who questions and subverts the established 
codes and conventions of architectural practice and acknowledges that 
architecture is made by use and design’.38

By occupying a position outside of the profession, the amateur can 
play the role of Hill’s third entity, capable of bridging the binary between 
the architect and user. The presence of the profession implies that 
spatial and architectural knowledge and intelligence is held exclusively 
by experts, and initiated within its bounds. However this is a misnomer, 
as it is not the practice, the application of spatial knowledge, which is 
protected and limited, rather only the title, meaning that architectural 
practice can be pursued by professionals and amateurs alike. 

Taking inspiration from local, self-initiated architectures, forms of design 
and production which emerge from the actions of non-experts, Ralph 
Erskine also saw the potential contained within an amateur approach. 
He proposed embracing an ‘amateur’ tradition of building, with which 
architects could engage, in order to address the gap between the 
architect and users of their buildings:

“The academic tradition has contributed to isolating 
artists and architects from those who use the built 
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42. Cooper, I., 2001. Post-occupancy 
Evaluation - Where Are You? Building Research 
& Information, 29/2, pp.158-163.

environment.” ... In order to get closer to [the users], he 
[Erskine] argued for another tradition where amateurs and 
semi-professionals would build their own houses, where 
individual and local creativity would flourish, and where a 
DIY culture would be more accepted.39

In negating the role of users and amteurs, the focus of the profession 
of architecture on the production of a building results in the process of 
architecture being imagined as a temporally limited activity, structured 
around the design and completion of a building. The conventionally 
accepted understanding of the scope of an architect’s involvement 
in a building project is outlined in the RIBA Plan of Work. The Plan of 
Work, introduced in 1964,40 and most recently revised in 2013, is, 
according to RIBA, ‘the definitive UK model for the building design and 
construction process’.41 The Plan of Work stands as the profession’s 
model for the delivery of architecture, marking the steps which need 
to be followed to deliver a completed building, outlining the legal 
requirements to meet and professional duties to be discharged. 

Stoner’s observations, however, highlight a contrast between the 
structured timeframe of architecture, and the ongoing processes of 
spatial production and re-configuration in which non-professional actors 
are constantly engaged. The conception of an architectural project 
can emerge long before the involvement of an architect, found in the 
dreams of a couple who want to build their own house, a company 
seeking a premises to match their philosophy, or the speculations of 
an entrepreneur. These longings, motivations and intentions develop 
through conversations, business proposals and funding applications 
prior to being articulated in a formal brief or discussion with an architect, 
marking the initiation of an architectural project as understood by the 
profession. Correspondingly, the life of a building develops, alters and 
shifts long after completion, once the architect has moved onto their 
next project.

The orientation of the profession around building as a static artefact 
means that little attention is given to these conditions and realities of 
post-occupancy, from either a creative or a pragmatic viewpoint. In 
tracing the emergence and wane of post-occupancy evaluation (POE) 
as an architectural service and later research subject, Ian Cooper notes 
a number of voices from within and outside the profession who have 
argued that the conditions of use and building performance would 
seem to offer a valuable source of knowledge for the development of 
future designs. However, he observes that what POE is done today 
tends to be delivered by facilities management, aiming to improve 
building performance, and the building industry; developers and 
contractors who are motivated from a customer service perspective, 
yet it remains outside of architects’ ‘normal service’.42

The focus on a building’s completion, limits the agency of architects 
to be involved in the temporally undefined activities of use, re-
configuration, adaption and maintenance, to which their spatial 
knowledge would be well suited. This is not to say that a professional 
is unable to participate in activities such as refurbishment or repair, 
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however their engagement with the conditions of post-occupancy 
as an ongoing and temporally undefined process necessitates the 
reformulation of a defined and self-contained project, with a specific 
duration, pre-defined scope of works, legal frameworks and financial 
remuneration, consistent with the dominant modes of production. 

However, positioned outside of the profession, this expanded 
timeframe of architecture is accessible to the amateur as a site, 
spatially defined, yet temporally boundless. Within this site the amateur 
is capable of engaging with use, spatial conception, brief-writing, 
speculation, building and post-occupancy, adaption and remaking, all 
forming a looping process of development and change.

Though realised within a defined timeframe, Peter Blundell-Jones 
observes that the varied form of Byker’s layout provides the impression 
of a townscape which has organically developed.43 In addition, 
the varied brick and timber panels evoke a Swedish vernacular 
appearance, where timber-clad houses are upgraded with brick panels 
as and when the inhabitant’s earnings allow.44 As such the aesthetic 
of Byker implies an emergence over time, allowing it to absorb the 
bricolaged additions and alterations of residents, introduced in the 
years since its completion and realised through DIY processes, 
enabling these informal and unplanned additions to enhance its varied 
appearance, rather than compromise a static form. The construction of 
Byker also reuses materials from the terraced streets which preceded 
it, using the old granite curb-stones to edge gardens, while areas 
of cobblestone streets were retained, or relaid. The distribution of 
ornately carved sandstone elements, which were salvaged from 
Newcastle’s old Town Hall and Elswick Hall, placed around the site 
play with Byker’s past, implying fictitiously grand historical narratives. 
Through the means of history, design and informal interventions, 
the materiality of Byker embraces the passage of time, evoking and 
expressing use, inhabitation and social narratives. The hobby rooms, 
and workshops unrealised in the design of the Byker redevelopment,45 
could be interpreted as the spatial framework by which this process 
might partially be realised. These productive spaces hold the potential 
to serve as generators of adaption and alteration. Accordingly, the 
elements of furniture I have proposed pursue this activity at a specific 
scale, playing both an adaptive and speculative role. On one hand 
they realise physical alterations to the built fabric of Byker, whilst also 
catalysing the use of these spaces in the future, and the possibility of 
users to take part in this process as legitimised spatial agents.

Situated by my residency, my practices in Byker adopt the conditions of 
post-completion as their site, operating out of the primacy of my identity 
as a user. This positioning of my practices within the realm of the user 
responds to Jill Stoner’s provocation, embedding my work within the 
cyclical and ongoing process of spatial (re)configuration, concerned 
with the creative possibilities offered by tactics of appropriation, 
adaption, (mis)use, promotion, management, maintenance. Positioned 
outside of the profession, thus illegal, my amateur approach is one 
which enables the practitioner to engage with architecture as an 
ongoing process, unbound by professional strictures.
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Bricolage - Designing, making, using

Within this context of architecture as an ongoing activity, enabled and 
supported by ‘illegal’ architects and ‘creative users’, practitioners who 
deploy both lived and abstract knowledge, Hill identifies bricolage as 
a design and construction approach that is capable of embracing the 
presence of the amateur, attributing it with the potential to create a 
productive loop of creativity, appropriation and construction:

Whether or not they are architects, when the designers are 
also the users the building process has the potential to be 
not the production of a fixed object but an endless, flowing 
cycle of designing, making and using.50

Expressing this spirit, Irénée Scalbert draws on the character of a 
bricoleur to outline a mode of construction that is responsive and 
collaborative. By utilising materials to hand, to build on existing 
contexts, this practice of bricolage enables the practitioner to develop 
a sensitivity to social and environmental contexts. Within this mode 
of practice, Scalbert observes that the bricoleur is at once designer, 
builder and user, an amateur concerned with ‘making-do’, working 
directly with materials through DIY practices.51 In my work in Byker 
as an amateur, the professionally segregated activities of design, 
construction and use overlap and inform one another.

While the operation of the amateur, as architect and user, does not 
necessitate informal and DIY modes of production, the responsiveness 
and accessibility, in terms of both material and skill, of this mode 
of production makes them an appropriate means of by which to 
realise interventions. The opportunities present in these contrasting 
material and constructional approaches are observed by Rachel 
Cruise in her explorations of the differences in approach between 
the Gentleman’s Tailor and that of the Home Sewer in the production 
of bespoke garments for the site of the human body. Cruise reflects 
on this contrast to draw parallels with architectural approaches. The 
tailor, a professional, she argues, works with standardised materials 
and uses pre-defined patterns to achieve an approximation of the 
site of their client’s body. In contrast, the home sewer, a hobbyist, 
adopts an amateur approach to work with the site of their own 
body, designing, making and using garments for themselves. Being 
unbound by professional standards, the home sewer handles material 
in a less prescribed manner, using left-overs and one off pieces, 
allowing greater efficiency as well as a more site-specific response.52 
This personalisation of the product gives the user a greater sense of 
ownership over the finished item. Though unmentioned by Cruise, 
we can perhaps add that, in control of production, the home sewer 
is capable of realising adaptions to their garments, in response to 
changes in the ‘site’ of their body, introducing the practice of adaption 
to their repertoire.

For Scalbert, architecture, in the mode of bricolage, is provisional; 
temporary, interim and anticipating future change. Through its informal 
nature the practice of bricolage resits the reduction of architecture to a 
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Home Sewer. In: K. Lloyd-Thomas, ed. 2007. 
Material Matters: Architecture and Material 
Practice. Oxon: Routledge. pp.163-174.



300

defined project, or moment in time, rather it is the practice ‘of repairs, 
maintenance, and decoration’.53 By engaging with bricolage, the 
amateur’s experiences of use catalyse and initiate design proposals, 
which in-turn are informed by the particularities of material and 
processes of making which are to hand. 

53. Scalbert, I., 2011. The Architect as 
Bricoleur. Candide: Journal for Architectural 
Knowledge #4, pg.71.

Drawing practices

One of the implications of this bricolage approach in my work has 
been an alteration of the role of drawing. The overlap of my identities as 
both designer and maker have resulted in the drawing process taking 
a reduced role in the design of the furniture pieces, relative to that 
employed in professional practice. 

Typically within conventional practice, drawings form the primary output 
of the architect, as observed by David Leatherbarrow, ‘architects don’t 
build buildings, they make drawings and models’.54 This output of 
drawings, however, can be seen to be made up of two interrelated and 
intersecting yet distinct processes, arising out of architecture’s unique 
relationship between the practice and production of an aesthetic 
object. Robin Evans compares the process of design drawing to 
an artist’s or sculptors’ process of making sketches and maquettes 
in preparation for developing a final design through making. Evans 
observes that for the sculptor, these developmental pieces do not fully 
determine the piece to be made, but provide a framework to begin 
work on the final piece into which the majority of effort is placed. In 
contrast, in architecture because the architect does not work on the 
‘final piece’, i.e. the construction of a building, a secondary drawing 
production is necessary to articulate a completely determined design 
for construction by a third party.55 The production of drawings is 
firstly used as a means for imagining and formulating a design, then 
subsequently, drawings are used to communicate between architect 
and builder to enable the realisation of the designs. In this second 
role, drawings play a legal, as well as communicative, role to support 
contractual relationships between architect, client and builder prior 
to construction. As explored in Chapter 3, the development of 
drawing practices released the designer from the site, and thus act, 
of construction, accordingly, architectural drawings continue to play a 
mediating role between the designer and the builder. 

The process of situated drawing developed through the design and 
realisation of the elements of furniture has impacted both of these 
aspects of architectural drawing. Firstly, in the process of designing, 
by providing situated insights to the drawing process, and secondly 
by removing the need for comprehensive drawings that communicate 
between designer and maker, due to the overlapping of these two 
personaes in the operation of my integrated approach to making. At the 
design stage, the process of drawing provides a mode of translation for 
synthesising physical inputs, principles, concepts, tacit knowledges, 
precedents and environmental conditions, to materialise a finalised 
design. The process of situated drawing, pursued through the earlier 
approaches, including the Nolli plan, tablecloth map, field-surveys and 
placemats, and plywood interview bench drawing, all offer grounded 

54. Leatherbarrow, D., 2002. Uncommon 
Ground: Architecture, Technology and 
Topography. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 
MIT Press. pg.25.

55. Evans, R., 1997.  Translations from 
Drawings to Buildings and Other Essays. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
pg.156.
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means of inputting situated insights - including: programmatic 
proposals, the observations of inhabitation, the development of a 
concept based on interpretations of hobby space, the ideas and 
insights of other residents, and the adoption of a material and aesthetic 
language - into the process of design, informing the translation from 
inputs and intent to object with defined physical dimensions, properties 
and materialities. The complementary and intersecting situated 
drawings have fed into the process of design, providing situated 
information that the designs respond to, and offering a way of making 
the design process itself more collaborative.

In addition, Evans suggests that by adopting a more grounded and 
small scale approach, architecture might put to one side its ambitions 
to represent and define the social world,56 instead, as has been 
suggested in this chapter, this approach to drawing and production 
proposes that architecture could play a responsive role to adapt 
to the grounded realities of social conditions and their changing 
configurations. 

Erskine articulated an understanding of the distinction between the 
two roles of drawing when he produced undefined drawings of the 
brick patterns to be applied to the external face of the Wall. Drawing a 
rough pattern in coloured markers, he allowed the builders freedom to 
interpret his marks. Conversely he saw the complexity of pattern as a 
way to develop the builders skill, and engage them mentally as well as 
physically in the Wall’s production.57 However the majority of the design 
details were draw to conventional standards.

The intersection of my identities as both designer and builder, however,  
necessitated a less comprehensive set of drawings for each piece of 
furniture, removing this particular drawing role, and allowed for a more 
developmental approach in their construction. Within this process, the 
few drawings that were produced took two forms, used either to record 
the overall dimensions of the piece to manufacture, offering a point of 
reference when working out details in the workshop/garage/attic, or to 
provide cutting dimensions for specific elements of material. 

The initial collage drawing of the interview bench was completed with 
a measured drawing, finalising the dimensions. This drawing was 
supported by a temporary chalk drawing produced on the floor of 
Andy’s metal workshop, which helped me layout the curves of the 
steelwork, and an A4 drawing of the overall frame dimensions hand-
drawn onto grid paper. The chalk drawing echoes the site based 
drawing practices of medieval tracing houses where designs were 
drawn onto a plaster floor to provide a template for cutting stones.58 
Specific details for the interview bench were worked out in the process 
of making, for example, notching at the top of the frame to support the 
canopy and using metal spheres to prevent it sliding off. These spheres 
are two different sizes as that was all Andy had in the workshop.

The only drawings produced for Chloe’s jewellery desk were hand-
drawings that recorded the overall dimensions of the design, not 
drawn to scale, but developed in the workshop. This meant that some 

56. Evans, R., 1997.  Translations from 
Drawings to Buildings and Other Essays. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
pg.157.

57. Erskine, R., 1997. Erskine, Ralph. 
National Life Story Collection: Architects’ 
Lives. Interviewed by Jill Lever. Drottningholm, 
Sweden, 23 January 1997.

58. Cardinal-Pett, C., 1996. Detailing. In: S. 
Wigglesworth, ed. 1996. Desiring Practices: 
Architecture, Gender and the Interdisciplinary. 
London: Black Dog Publishing Ltd. pp.88-105.
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of the particular details of the desk were only conceived during the 
construction. In particular, the cross bracing of the legs provided by 
the leather straps was developed late in the process when it became 
apparent that the connection between the legs and trunk need 
additional support. 

The drawings that were produced to aid construction were employed 
for their instructional function, but they no longer carry the requirements 
of comprehensive communication of drawings produced in the 
professional sphere, nor the legal implications that a set of construction 
drawings would typically support, largely removing this aspect of 
drawing. The relegation of this aspect of drawing renders the process 
both more accessible, requiring less in the way of conventions and 
expert knowledge, as well as more responsive through its freedom 
from expensive drawing software and printing hardware. By relying 
on simple depiction of elements, framing an incomplete design, and 
conversations carried out mid-process in collaboration with makers, 
the realisation of the elements of furniture also drew on the particular 
knowledge of material and assembly held by the makers involved 
- Andy, my father in-law, the staff in the architecture workshop at 
Newcastle University, as well as my own knowledge of construction - 
creating a space for their input into the design process, and in doing 
so, challenging the negation of this form of knowledge inherent in 
the production of architecture through the creation of comprehensive 
construction drawings. The accessibility of the realisation of the 
elements of furniture, enabled by my situated position and overlapping 
identities as designer and maker, served to open the process of 
architecture by stripping away some of its conventions, allying its 
knowledge with that held by other individuals and participants.

FIG.47-49. Right: A sketch drawing of 
a steel brace cut by my father-in-law, 
photographed and texted through to 
him for fabrication. Opposite Page Top: A 
drawing made in chalk, on the floor of 
Andy’s workshop, tracing the outline for 
fabricating the interview bench frame 
prior to fabrication. Below: Drawings 
of the elements of the interview bench 
ready for cutting.
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62. Bourchain, P., 2013. An Architecture Close 
to its Inhabitants. In: V. Patteeuw, H. Teerds, 
& C. Gerrewey, eds. 2013. What is Good 
Architecture? OASE #90. Rotterdam: Nai010 
Uitgevers. pg.9.

63. Sharr, A., 2007. Building to Think 
about Dwelling. In: N. Temple, and S. 
Bandyopadhyay, ed. 2007. Thinking Practice: 
Reflections on Architectural Research and 
Building Work. London: Black Dog Publishing. 
pp.136-149. 

61. Bourchain, P., 2013. An Architecture Close 
to its Inhabitants. In: V. Patteeuw, H. Teerds, 
& C. Gerrewey, eds. 2013. What is Good 
Architecture? OASE #90. Rotterdam: Nai010 
Uitgevers. pg.8.

Making and self-determination

The overlap of inhabitation and building identified by Scalbert in 
the person of the bricoleur echoes the work of philosopher Martin 
Heidegger, who identified a common root to the words for building and 
dwelling.59 He argued that through professionalised structures and the 
dominance of experts, these once common and interrelated activities, 
expressed through the site-specificity of vernacular forms of design, 
had become separated, distancing everyday life from the process 
of spatial production.60 Heidegger’s view of the disempowerment of 
individuals to both dwell and build echoes Patrick Bouchain’s critique of 
contemporary architecture in which users are unable to participate:  

To this day, architecture in its dominant form and mode of 
production never allows for appropriation by the people 
who inhabit it. Individual expression is stifled, and with it the 
possibility of the existence of each individual’s culture.61

Bouchain proposes that, progress, satisfaction and wellbeing are 
linked to the user’s freedom to self-determination in the production 
of architecture. It is this freedom, rather than an aesthetic which he 
considers to constitute ‘vernacular architecture’.62 Similarly, rather 
than arguing for a return to vernacular forms, Heidegger argued for 
a reclamation of the idea of a direct connection between building 
and dwelling in a contemporary context.63 Beyond my own activity 
in designing and realising the elements of furniture, this process of 
DIY making, enabling ongoing adaption, is presented as a guide for 
other residents to reproduce, as a potential means for greater self-
determination to realise personal interventions, in turn strengthening 
their sense of identity and ownership over their place of residence. 

The specific aesthetic and materiality of the elements of furniture offers 
a response to the limitations imposed by Byker’s Grade II* heritage 
listing. The conditions attached to this status threaten to cement an 
‘authorised’ aesthetic, under which potential interventions require 
planning permission and English Heritage approval. This unified, and 
static, aesthetic required by the heritage listing fails to align with the 
dynamic processes of life and inhabitation which are in a state of 
constant flux as has been partially observed. For example, for a friend 
of ours, Denise, who lives in the Wall, this has meant leaving the first 
floor window open to allow her cats to come and go, thanks to the 
lack of an English Heritage ‘approved’ door which incorporates a cat-
flap. For another resident with whom I chatted briefly, it necessitated 
pulling down a low brick wall he had erected at the bottom of his 
garden. Constructed by himself as a way of upgrading his home, the 
design fell foul of the authorised timber fence detail in use across 
the redevelopment. Elsewhere, the need to maintain this aesthetic 
has already resulted in the reversal of some residents’ interventions, 
undermining the bricolaged adaptions and marks of personalisation 
which have been added over the years since the redevelopment’s 
completion, as signifiers of personal pride in ownership, or arising from 
a desire to express personal aesthetic preferences.

59. Heidegger, M., & Krell, D., 2011. Basic 
writings. London: Routledge.

60. Sharr, A., 2009. Drawing in Good Faith. 
Architectural Theory Review, 14(3), pg.309.
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Though ongoing alterations remain possible, the heritage listing 
introduces a new layer of bureaucracy to negotiate, entailing additional 
expertise, which ultimately acts as a deterrent to resident adaptions. 
Some necessary adaptions have been realised formally, in partnership 
with English Heritage and the architect Mike Drage. However this 
process seems like a blunt instrument in relation to the small scale and 
individual alterations desired by residents. This formal system reveals 
that the engagement with the amateur production of DIY by Erskine’s 
team, was purely aesthetic, to evoke the vernacular and organic 
approach of those practices, yet conceived and realised through 
professional means. However, my elements of furniture appropriate 
this amateur expression to realise the emanicipatory and empowering 
potential that they express by presenting this DIY approach as a model 
for adaptions and new interventions to be constructed in Byker.
By specifically reconfiguring original timber details, the elements of 
furniture are instantly recognisable to residents as deriving from Byker. 
The designs replicate the rhythm of timber slats and the application 
of alternating thicknesses of timber cross section, but also evoke 
larger forms specific to Byker, particularly that of Tom Collins House 
referenced in the form of the Film Dalek. These Byker specific forms 
are deployed at the scale of furniture, the predominant tool of the user, 
and an accessible means by which individuals inhabit and appropriate 
space for personal uses. Furniture is a significant means of disjunction, 
enabling uses which transgress those envisioned or intended by the 
architect. In addition to operating on an accessible scale, the furniture 
designs employ relatively straightforward DIY techniques, as well as 
off the shelf materials purchased at local home improvement stores. 
As such, the elements of furniture present an accessible model to 
residents, offering the means to realise interventions, and express 
individuality, whilst maintaining a sensitivity to the listed detailing. In 
doing so, they reclaim Byker’s unique materiality for the productive DIY 
practices from which they appear to derive, perpetuating the process of 
the organic development of place which Byker aims to express.

Accordingly, in employing this DIY aesthetic in their design and 
construction, the elements of furniture offer a model for residents 
to realise interventions within the restrictions of a listed estate. They 
present the use of specific materials, particular construction processes 
and a series of visual compositions that can be used to ensure that 
adaptions remain sensitive, rendered ‘invisible’ as such. By establishing 
a clear aesthetic link with Byker’s specific materiality, the elements of 
furniture render the limitations of the heritage listing visible, critiquing 
the restrictions they place on residents. Simultaneously they express a 
way that these limitations can be overcome in an accessible, tactical 
and economic way, to allow residents to adapt and intervene within 
their homes and neighbourhood, drawing expert knowledge out of its 
professional context to be appropriated and deployed by those outside 
of professional structures. The development of this model across the 
different pieces, is a particular example of how expert knowledge can 
contribute to a project that supports the participation of users in the 
production of space. The designs of the elements of furniture employ 
my understanding of the material and spatial conditions of heritage 
listing, a professionally codified value system, in order to circumvent the 



306

While the elements of furniture support a broad definition of hobby 
space, seeking to sidestep issues of access which limit the potential 
of the hobby rooms, in a similar way to the hobby rooms the success 
of these physical objects are contingent on the social structures and 
networks into which they are embedded. These social formations, 
supported by individuals with fluctuating demands and circumstances, 
are subject to regular change, impacting the frequency and context 
within which the elements are deployed, and changing their usefulness. 
Emerging out of everyday conditions and practices, the elements 
themselves are both supportive of these interest based activities, and 
contingent on their continued pursuit. 

In order to trace and reveal the interrelated social conditions and 
relations that have enabled the development of the elements of 
furniture, the lives of the seven pieces were plotted across a set of 
diagrams to reveal the involvement of a range of actors, who have 
contributed to their construction and use. The diagrams record the 
actions and activities related to the conception, construction and use 
of each element of furniture, along a timeline, situated along the x-axis. 
The timeline spans a three year period, beginning in January 2012, a 
few months after I moved into 3 Kendal Green, through until January 
2015, the start of my Ph.D writing up period, though most of the 
elements have continued to be used beyond this point. While the x-axis 
charts time, along which a series of actions and events are positioned, 
the y-axis records the people who participated in the process. Located 
at a moment in time, each action can be traced up the y-axis to identify 
all of the individuals who participated in that activity. Alternatively, 
reading right, along the timeline, reveals the range of activities each 
person was involved in. Therefore it is possible to read each action 
as a collaborative act, as well as the reoccurring engagement of each 
individual across a range of activities. The affiliation of these individuals 
with various social groups and institutional organisations are also 
recorded and acknowledged at the top of the drawing. In addition 
to recording the multiple actions of each participant, the diagrams 

Social diagrams, tracing use

bureaucracies of its processes.

Particularly in the case of the mobile potting bench, where I was aided 
in construction by Jamie and his friend, but also in the involvement of a 
number of residents and other contributors, the process of constructing 
on-site became a means for co-production in partnership with other 
residents, developing a means for direct engagement with the form 
and realisation of physical interventions within Byker, in response to 
personal and collective desires for changes within the redevelopement. 
The elements of furniture are both product, usable for the pursuit of 
particular activities, and a prototype for testing a mode of designing 
and making more broadly that enables resident adaptions that remain 
sensitive to the heritage listing. Offering a contemporary, Byker specific 
vernacular, the elements of furniture are interventions shaped by 
residents, which allow for self-determination in inhabiting and adapting 
the city.

FIG.50-57. Opposite Page: Jamie and a 
friend helping me to varnish the mobile 
potting bench, they are both studying 
on a decorating course at the local 
college. Pages 304-317: Diagrams tracing 
the design, construction and use of the 
elements of furniture, between 2012 and 
2015. The diagrams record the actions 
related to the elements of furniture 
and the participants in each action, to 
build up a picture of the collaborative 
and socially contingent nature of their 
realisation and use.
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plot the course of my developing relationships with these actors. To 
the left of the timeline, the diagram records pre-existing relationships 
with individuals who have participated in the process. Moving right 
along the timeline, my connections to other individuals are established 
sequentially, enabled through particular actions, or established by other 
participants. By mapping these connections, the diagrams also chart 
the relational network through which the elements of furniture were 
initiated, realised and used. The diagrams reveal that these elements 
exist, not simply as aesthetic or formal responses to, or interventions 
within the site, but as active nodes within local networks, supportive of 
existing social relations whilst also capable of establishing new relational 
connections. Mapping the actors, activities and relationships reveals 
the typically unseen aspects of architectural production, conceiving 
the elements of furniture as a series of conversations, shared ideas, 
and co-operative production. Acknowledging the co-operative nature 
of these elements further challenges the dominant perception of the 
architect as an individual and creative genius, solely responsible for 
the production of architecture. Rather the furniture designs emerge 
as co-produced pieces enabled and influenced by a range of actors. 
The diagrams reveal the extent to which the making process, though 
initiated by myself, become a collaborative, at times even family affair, 
which drew on the skills and capacities of a range of people, with some 
contributing in an organised way, and others spontaneously.

The realisation of these varying pieces of furniture have drawn 
from existing relationships, but also been productive of new social 
connections. This socially connecting aspect of making has been 
highlighted by David Gauntlett as being a key motivation and upshot of 
a growing number of individuals pursuing the process of making.64

64. Gauntlett, D., 2011. Making is Connecting: 
The Social Meaning of Creativity, from DIY and 
Knitting to YouTube and Web 2.0. Cambridge: 
Polity Press.
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JAN 2012 JAN 2013 JAN 2014 JAN 2015

25.05.2012

01.06.2012

16.09.2012

27.10.2012

03.11.2014

14.12.2014

15.12.201402.07.2012

12.05.2012

Hutch constructed in my 
father’s garage in Gosforth

Daisy the rabbit arrives from Durham 
to take up residence in our house!

A new rabbit arrives, Frankie a black 
mini lop.

The hutch is adapted with a 
galvanised metal tray.

Jenny’s friend Rachel agrees to give 
Frankie a new home.

The hutch is modeified to suit 
Rachel’s flat in the wall.

Frankie moves to take up 
residence in his new home.

Daisy the rabbit dies.

Design for rabbit hutch 
based on design of 
balconies on the link block 
opposite our kitchen window.

James Longfield

David Longfield

Jenny Longfield

Len Calvert

James Longfield

Jenny Longfield

David Longfield

Len Calvert

Rachel Thompson

James Longfield

Jenny Longfield

ResidentsFamilyAffiliations:

Rachel Thompson

Rabbit Hutch:
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JAN 2012 JAN 2013 JAN 2014 JAN 201509.07.2012

02.02.2013

15.01.2013

26.06.2013

20.06.2013

27.06.2013

04.10.2013

20.03.2014

23.05.2014 29.11.2014

26.11.2014

27.07.2013

19.06.2012

07.06.2012

23.01.2012

Plywood drawing setup in Byker Lives 
shop to create designs with members of 
the public. Reference to architects working 
on plywood boards propped up on bricks.

Metal work for bench 
cut, shaped and welded 
in Andy McDermott’s 
worshop at Test House 5.

Chloe Booth at Byker Lives 
shop to film some short 
clips about the project for a 
short feedback film.

Cutting and stitching fabric 
for the bench canopy.

Painting metal frame for 
bench.

Byker Lives final exhibition opens 
showcasing material from project. 
Chloe interviews a number of 
people using the bench.

Interview with Chloe and Jenny at 
Raby Cross to test bench outside.

Meeting with HelixArts about Byker 
and Ouseburn history workshops and 
an exhibition in partnership with Tyne 
and Wear Archives

Byker Lives project moves from Raby 
Cross after failing to secure further 
funding. Bench moved to hobby room 
at 26a Raby Way along with archive 
material for storage.

Exhibition of Byker and Ouseburn 
history at the Toffee Factory in the 
Ouseburn.

Mike and Maz collect the recording 
bench along with other material from 
the Byker Lives archive housed in the 
hobby room.

Byker Lives final 
exhibition closes.

Conversation with Lowri Bond about 
creating a piece of mobile furniture 
to record interviews around the 
redevelopment.

Byker Lives shop at Raby Street 
opens to the public as a drop-in 
space for the Byker Lives archive 
project, run by Northern Architecture

Met the Byker Lives team 
at the East End Library 
and agreed to volunteer 
with the project.

James Longfield

Lizzie Bird

Byker Kids

Lowri Bond

Jenny Longfield

Gavin Wood

Gavin Wood Gavin Wood

Mike McHugh

Mike McHugh

‘Maz’

‘Maz’

Chloe Booth

Andy McDermott

Clara Crivellaro

Dan Craig

James Longfield James Longfield James Longfield James Longfield

Lowri Bond Lowri Bond

Jenny Longfield Jenny Longfield

Northern 
Architecture

Residents Tyne and Wear 
Archives

FamilyAffiliations: Newcastle 
University

Culture LabByker Lives

Lizzie Bird Lizzie Bird

Dan Craig

Byker Kids Byker Kids

Andy McDermott Andy McDermott

Clara Crivellaro Clara Crivellaro Clara Crivellaro Clara Crivellaro

Chloe Booth Chloe Booth

Interview Bench:
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JAN 2012 JAN 2013 JAN 2014 JAN 2015

18.03.2013

07.05.2013

31.05.2013

DIY workbench designed as the first of  
a series of designs for furniture which 
supports the practice of a specific hobby. 
The workbench is intended to be used to 
build other elements of furniture.

Construction in the University 
architecture department workshop.

Workbench on display during work-
in-progress exhibition of my work at 
the Byker Lives shop at Raby Cross

22.05.2014
Byker Lives project moves from Raby 
Cross after failing to secure further 
funding. Workbench moved to hobby 
room at 26a Raby Way along with 
archive material for storage.

06.01.2013

21.03.2013

Assembly and painting of 
the film dalek.

Construction of mobile 
the potting shed.

27.09.2013
Desk used for revised designs 
and measured drawings of film 
dalek,a piece of furniture to 
support a mobile cinema.

James Longfield

Bill Softley

James Longfield James Longfield James Longfield James Longfield

ResidentsFamilyAffiliations: Newcastle 
University

Byker Lives

Bill Softley

DIY Workbench:
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in-progress exhibition of my work at 
the Byker Lives shop at Raby Cross

22.05.2014
Byker Lives project moves from Raby 
Cross after failing to secure further 
funding. Workbench moved to hobby 
room at 26a Raby Way along with 
archive material for storage.

06.01.2013

21.03.2013

Assembly and painting of 
the film dalek.

Construction of mobile 
the potting shed.

27.09.2013
Desk used for revised designs 
and measured drawings of film 
dalek,a piece of furniture to 
support a mobile cinema.

James Longfield

Bill Softley

James Longfield James Longfield James Longfield James Longfield

ResidentsFamilyAffiliations: Newcastle 
University

Byker Lives

Bill Softley

DIY Workbench:
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JAN 2012 JAN 2013 JAN 2014 JAN 2015

15.01.2013

04.03.2013

15.11.2012

24.11.2012

Chloe Booth at Byker 
Lives shop. Chloe 
makes her own 
jewellery at home, 
she agreed to be 

research project her jewellery at home. We also draw the 
space she uses and interview her about 
her hobby practice

Pitch a proposal to Stage 5 Architecture 
students for a linked research project based 
around the hobby rooms. Daniel Dyer and 
Lam Tran sign-up to participate.

Meeting at Byker Lives shop with Dan and Lam. 
We decided to identify and record the space 
and activity of hobbyists in the Byker area.

21.03.2013

27.09.2013

07.10.2013

14.11.2013

15.12.2013

01.03.2014

13.12.2013

Dan and I design a mobile 
market stall for Chloe, as 
one of a series of designs for 
furniture which supports the 

Designs developed in 
conversation with Chloe.

Construction of revised market stall design in 
University architecture departement workshop.

Completed stall handed over 
to Chloe to use.

Stall used by Chloe at the 
Cluny’s Christmas market.

Chloe moves to London 
taking stall with her.

Stall on display at the 
Northern Design Exhibition.

19.09.2013
Materials ordered.

Lowri Bond

Daniel Dyer

Bill Softley

Sean Mallen

Lam Tran

Sean Mallen

Chloe Booth

Northern 
Architecture

ResidentsFamily Newcastle 
University

Byker Lives

Daniel Dyer

Lam Tran

Bill Softley

Chloe Booth Chloe Booth

Jewellery Trunk:
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Third film night in 
the Chevron hobby 
room

JAN 2012 JAN 2013 JAN 2014 JAN 2015

21.03.2013

27.09.2013

28.11.2013

19.12.2012
Dan and I design a mobile cinema unit, 

series of designs for furniture which 

Revised designs and 
measured drawings.

Materials ordered.

Met local artist Olya bowers at a 
Christmas event organised at the 
Byker Lives shop.

22.05.2014
Byker Lives project moves from Raby 
Cross after failing to secure further 
funding. Film dalek moved to hobby 
room at 26a Raby Way along with 
archive material for storage.12.12.2013

06.01.2013

18.01.2014

16.02.2014

architecture departement workshop.

Assembly and painting at the Byker Lives 
shop.

Film Dalek at the Byker 
Lives shop on Raby Cross.

13.02.2015

Failed application 
for funding to BCT’s 
participatory budget 
for AV equipment

11.09.201507.06.2012
I met Richard Phipps at the opening 
event for the Byker Lives project, 
running from a shop in Raby Street. 

club.

Daniel Dyer

Bill Softley

Anna Spencer

Sean Mallen

Sean Mallen

Anna Spencer Anna Spencer

Alex

Alex

Cindy

Cindy

John

John

Olya Bowers

Olya Bowers

Hedley Sugar

Hedley Sugar

Liam

Liam

ResidentsFamily Newcastle 
University

Byker GardensByker Lives

Daniel Dyer

Bill Softley

Richard Phipps

Richard Phipps

Richard Phipps

Film Dalek:
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JAN 2012 JAN 2013 JAN 2014 JAN 2015

20.03.2013

28.02.2014

03.03.2014

04.03.2014
Music shelves designed as the first of  
a series of designs for furniture which 
supports the practice of a specific hobby. 
The workbench is intended to be used to 
build other elements of furniture.

Revised design of music shelves to suit 
Jenny’s recording room.

Material cutting at University architecture 
department workshop using material left 
over from previous items of furniture.

Assembly, installation and 
varnishing of shelves at home.

04.03.201315.11.2012

24.11.2012

Dan, Lam and myself film Jenny 
recording music at home. We also draw 
the space she uses and interview her 
about her hobby practice

Pitch a proposal to Stage 5 Architecture 
students for a linked research project based 
around the hobby rooms. Daniel Dyer and 
Lam Tran sign-up to participate.

Meeting at Byker Lives 
shop with Dan and Lam. We 
decided to identify and record 
the space and activity of 
hobbyists in the Byker area.

12.03.2014
Installing music equipment 
and subsequent use.

James Longfield

Jenny Longfield

Daniel Dyer

Bill Softley

James Longfield

Jenny Longfield

James Longfield

Jenny Longfield

James Longfield

ResidentsFamilyAffiliations: Byker Lives

Lam Tran

James Longfield

Newcastle 
University

Daniel Dyer

Lam Tran

Bill Softley

Music Shelves:
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JAN 2012 JAN 2013 JAN 2014 JAN 2015

21.03.2013

17.03.2013

26.03.2013

02.04.2013

10.04.2013

26.04.2013

Construction of mobile 
the potting shed.

Detailed drawings

Jamie and Jamie knock on at the shop while I’m working. 

College and so help me varnish the frame.

Jenny’s dad Len fabricates a set 
of bearings for the plastic wheels.

Wheels installed, leather handles 
completed and trays ordered.

Trays arrive so I deliver the bench 
to the Byker Gardens in the 
grounds of St Michael’s church.

23.01.2012 10.07.2012
Met the Byker Lives team 
at the East End Library 
and agreed to volunteer 
with the project.

Jamie visits the Byker 
Lives shop, Andy 
introduces me.

03.04.2013 04.12.2013
A mobile potting shed/bench for a 
gardner designed as part of a series of 
designs for furniture which supports the 

Met up with Anna Spencer from 
the Byker Community Gardens to 
discuss the idea of a mobile potting 
bench to support planting around the 
redevelopment. She indicated that the 
Gardens would fund and use such a 
construction were I to build it. 

Len Calvert

Anna Spencer

Jamie

Jamie

Byker Kids

Len Calvert

Lowri Bond Lowri Bond

Andy McDermottAndy McDermott

Anna Spencer Anna Spencer

Byker Kids

Jamie JamieJamie

Jamie

Byker Kids

Jamie

Residents Byker Lives Northern 
Architecture

Byker GardensFamily

Lowri Bond

Andy McDermott

Mobile Potting Bench:
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Ongoing use across Byker and beyond

The diagrams of the elements of furniture trace their use and reveal 
the social relationships and connections that enabled and have been 
supported by their realisation. They allowed me to trace and reflect on 
the ‘occupation’ of the furniture and their ongoing use. 

In particular, the elements of furniture owned and used in a private 
context by individual residents have been the most successful in terms 
of facilitating ongoing hobby activity. The jewellery desk has continued 
to be used by Chloe after her move to London, while the music shelves 
and rabbit hutch have also seen continued use at 3 Kendal Green. 
The hutch was adapted in late 2014, before moving from our house 
to our friend Rachel’s flat in the Byker Wall. The communal elements 
have seen more mixed results. The volunteer, hobby based, activities 
that they support have been contingent on the participation of local 
residents, many of whom have experienced changing circumstances, 
personally and professionally, which have impacted on the ongoing use 
of the hobby furniture. Shortly after the completion of the mobile potting 
bench, the Byker Community Garden manager Anna, left her full-time 
post, leaving her plans to run a mobile gardening service to maintain 
residents’ gardens and the planters around the estate unrealised. 
Anna’s role went unfilled for a few months, before the community 
organisation which oversees the gardens employed another gardener 
on a part-time basis. As a result, the potting bench has seen little use. 
The Film Dalek was used to host two film nights at the Byker Lives shop 
unit before the project closed and the archive was moved from the 
shop unit to a hobby room for storage. Subsequently, after discussions 
with my neighbour John about running more film nights we secured 
access to The Chevron, a former shop turned community space, 
running a third film night with a borrowed projector. It was a successful 
event with six residents attending. Subsequently we applied to the BCT 
participatory budget for £430 to fund the purchase of a DVD player, 
projector and speakers in order to run the event more regularly. Finally, 
the Interview Bench was used for the closing exhibition of the Byker 
Lives project at the start of July 2013, and a subsequent exhibition 
organised by the Tyne and Wear Archives and Museums, over a year 
later in November 2014. At both events it was used to record residents’ 
responses to the material and their memories of living and working in 
the Byker area. The closing exhibition marked the end of the Lottery 
funding for the Byker Lives project, and despite positive conversations 
with staff from the BCT about its continuation, struggles to secure 
further funding, affected by changes to participants’ professional 
and social situations led to its end. Two of the primary members of 
the Byker Lives team, Clara and Colin, decided to move on from the 
project prior to its completion, one to pursue a Ph.D, while the other 
moved out of Byker, having become disenchanted with the struggles 
of social engagement in the area, while the third member, Andy, found 
his freelance business suffering from the competing demands on his 
time. In addition, coincidently, Richard and I, both volunteering with 
the project, had our first children within two months of each other, the 
resulting changes in capacity and focus diminishing the freedom for 
contributing to the project. 
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A subsequent meeting, on the 31st of January 2014, with Michelle 
Bell and the recently appointed Head of Engagement and Community 
Development, David Jones, briefly saw the issue of the hobby rooms 
revisited.65 The primary agenda of the meeting was to discuss a 
possible future for the Byker Lives project, moving the community 
archive into the Erskine Office to establish a heritage centre within that 
highly significant space. This discussion ultimately proved fruitless, 
however I was also able to ask Michelle for an update on discussions 
regarding the BCT’s work on the hobby rooms. Michelle informed me 
that instead of pursuing the refurbishment of the seven hobby rooms 
which are currently vacant, the BCT were in the process of undertaking 
a further, more in-depth, survey to develop a comprehensive set of 
costed proposals for the future uses of each hobby room. This survey 
was intended to support an informed decision about which rooms 
would be most effective to refurbish first from the £400,000 of available 
funding. 

To deliver the survey and develop particular design proposals for 
the future of the hobby rooms, the BCT put out an official tender 
to appoint the services of a local architecture practice. Though my 
expertise and knowledge of the hobby rooms meant that I was well 
suited to contribute to this process, without professional accreditations, 
unaffiliated with a practice and focussed on my identity as a resident, 
I did not meet the requisite criteria to respond to the BCT’s tender to 
undertake the work on the hobby rooms, my position as an amateur 
invalidating me from participating in the hobby room refurbishment 
in a formal capacity. Though my position, situated outside of the 
profession, had allowed me to engage in a broader range of activity 
with regards to the hobby rooms tracing their history and present 
day use and suitability to hobby practices, it prevented me from 
participating in the project once it was professionally configured. This 
made apparent some of the mechanisms by which the operation of the 
profession works to sideline the work of amateurs, creative users and 
other non-professional contributors, bringing into perspective some of 
the limitations of the hobby, or amateur approach, which I had been 
pursuing.

However, the spatial operations of amateurs is expanding, challenging 
the boundaries maintained by professionals, Tom Holert observes that 
the almost ubiquitous presence of personal computers is breaking 
down the distinction between maker and user, in the field of design, 
enabling the emergence of ‘multitalented amateur professionals and 
professional amateurs, such as the ‘prosumer, the ‘citizen designer’ or 
the DIY design expert’.66 Situated outside of professional codes and 
relational frameworks, the hegemonic structures of dominant spatial 
producers work to delegitimise the operations of the amateur, raising 
a question regarding the contexts in which the amateur can operate, 
and how their operations might intersect with or complement those 
of the professional. The collaborative approach developed through 
the realisation of the elements of furniture offers a potential alternative 
means for action, through the expansion and development of new 
relational networks, within the context of the practitioners engagement 
as a citizen. 

66. Holert, T., 2011. Civic City Cahier 3: 
Distributed Agency, Design’s Potentiality. 
London: Bedford Press. pg.15.

65. Field Notes. No.1. Date: 30.01.2014
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Conclusion

My approach as an amateur, working within my place of residence, 
embraces the representational tools and vocabulary of professional 
practice but operates with a hobbyist’s means of making, stepping 
beyond professional strictures to engage more immediately with local 
people and their concerns. This approach adopts a mode of bricolage, 
revealing the opportunities for architecture of operating responsively to 
the social and political situations and relations, being unafraid of getting 
involved with hands-on making, fabricating, painting and sewing. 

Unlike the amateur practices of Erskine’s team, that built upon their 
formal engagements and professional commission, my own practices 
pursue a distinctly amateur approach, comprising of a series of informal 
and hobby like practices, which are pursued from my position as a 
user. Lifted out of professional boundaries, and preoccupations with 
a static built form, these practices of designing and making operating 
in tandem, work to establish a temporally boundless process of 
designing-making-using, where the intersecting activities inform each 
other. 

This mode of practice, and its site specific outputs, offer an 
emancipatory way of working for the user, recognising the agency 
of creative users, to support residents to take a greater level of 
ownership over their own spaces. Operating with an acknowledgement 
of professional configurations that structure relationships between 
architect and user, the practices of the amateur can be seen to 
challenge the hierarchical nature of these interactions observed by Till 
and Stoner. By using expert knowledge in the public sphere through 
tactical actions, the amateur works as a creative user to enable 
collaborative means to deliver interventions, adaptions and repairs in 
response to changes in practices of occupation.

The construction of specific elements of hobby furniture draw on the 
tools of occupation available to users, and also accessible modes of 
construction and material assembly to present a responsive means 
of spatial production. In responding to the site specific conditions of 
material and form, and using accessible modes of production deployed 
in the context of changing patterns and desires of occupation, the work 
of the amateur offers a possible contemporary vernacular of adaption, 
a means for users to both dwell and build that brings together the 
professionally separated activities of design and construction. 

By developing the specific materiality of the furniture in response to 
the limitations imposed by the heritage listing status of Byker, the 
constructions highlight the potential for the amateur to draw expert 
knowledge into the sphere of the non-expert. From their position 
with one foot in both camps, familiar with the modes of professional 
codes yet outside as a user, the amateur is able to confront the 
bureaucratic specificities and professional structures that govern spatial 
production and which work to marginalise the user. The amateur’s 
role in this process can be seen to open up professionally closed 
spatial operations and possibilities, exploring and prototyping models 
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FIG.57. Below: The Byker Lives shop unit 
was occupied as a temporary hobby 
room by my joinery workbench, in the 
process of producing the mobile potting 
bench.

to visualise, and disseminate ways of negotiating these codified 
frameworks that are empowering and enabling, open to appropriation 
by other users.

Accordingly, by traversing the dialectic between architect and user, 
the amateur is able to apply professional knowledge in a non-
professional context, infusing their practices with an awareness of 
subjective and everyday knowledges related to site-specific conditions, 
while deploying the abstract and projective spatial intelligence of 
the architect. Thus the amateur operates as a user who is capable 
navigating and opening up the expert codes and bureaucratic 
processes which mark the activity of building out as the domain of 
experts within a technocratic society. In doing so they can open up 
spatial participation as a practice of active citizenship that operates 
within a public context of social relationships and opportunities.
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The Citizen Architect: Citizenship 
as Participatory Practice

Introduction

Tracing the use of the elements of furniture through the amateur 
activities of residents and hobbyists reveals the contingent and 
fluctuating nature of this type of voluntary, interest-based activity, 
drawing attention to the need for social structures and relational 
networks to underpin shared hobby practices. Acknowledging this 
necessity, my engagement with the BCT highlights the perceived 
limitations of their approach to redeveloping the hobby rooms, 
particularly by way of a limited approach to resident consultation and 
an apparent failure to develop a strategy for addressing the underlying 
issues of management and social organisation that have led to the 
present underuse of these spaces. 

In response, my latter activities in Byker explore possibilities for 
addressing the possible forms of social infrastructure and organisation 
in order to use the hobby rooms as communally shared space, 
supplementing my previous explorations of the physical conditions and 
issues of inhabitation of the hobby rooms. The speculations centre 
around the development of four ‘hobby agencies’ that build on the 
presence of the specific provisions of four of the elements of furniture 
for the pursuit of hobby activity. Speculating on the expansion of the 
existing activities of individuals and local organisations, these agencies 
are proposed as a way to support the appropriation of public space by 
residents. 
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Reflecting the proposed expansion of hobby practices into relational 
agencies, my amateur and DIY practices are situated in a broader 
context of informal architectural production known as temporary, or 
participatory, urbanism, which provides legitimised modes for citizens 
to engage with local spatial production. In doing so, my contemporary 
practices respond to Henri Lefebvre’s proposition of a citizen’s right to 
the city,1 that provides a foundation for the inhabitants to appropriate 
and adapt the spaces of the city.

Situated within the context of my public participation in civic life, 
I propose that the informal and tactical operations of my amateur 
practice can be seen as an active form of citizenship that explores 
ways to support and enable the realisation of Lefebvre’s right for 
users and inhabitants of the city to play a role as legitimised spatial 
producers, by allying their spatial practices to the operations of local 
organisations and individuals. Pursuing amateur practices within a wider 
network of social relations, the participation of the architect as a mode 
of citizenship can be seen to support and enable the realisation of this 
right for users and inhabitants of the city. 

Though my conversations with the BCT regarding the future of the 
hobby rooms have continued, and expanded through discussions with 
other residents, the hobby agency proposals provide the final creative 
production of my exploration into the condition of the hobby rooms, 
allowing me to draw some definitive conclusions on these spaces that 
have emerged from the research. 

Finally, I conclude with a reflection across the entirety of my practices in 
Byker, from situated position, tracing their shifting relationship to public 
and private activity, to observe the emergence of hybrid identities that 
enable my amateur approach, finally making a claim for my situated, 
amateur, citizen practice as a specific mode of socially engaged 
practice.

DIY and temporary urbanism

As discussed above, in recent years, informal, ad-hoc and DIY forms of 
architecture have been advocated and deployed by citizens, particularly 
in response to the prevailing European conditions of economic 
austerity, the restriction of public sector spending and growing concern 
globally for the potential impacts of the changing environmental 
conditions of the Anthropocene, leading to scarcity of resources, 
amongst other challenges.2 

Grassroots activism, alternative forms of social governance and 
organisation embedded in ideas of citizenship, and a growing 
movement of direct action within cities have been facilitated through 
informal architectural constructions and aesthetics. As such, DIY 
practices, like my own approach in Byker, have gained traction as 
a means of delivering small-scale, often temporary and low-cost 
interventions within the city, which express local desires for spatial, and 
interrelated social, alternatives, particularly in the context of the use and 
appropriation of public and semi-public spaces in the city,3 while also 

2. Mould, O., 2014. Tactical Urbanism: 
The New Vernacular of the Creative City. 
Geography Compass, 8/8. pp.529-539; and 
Krivý, M. and Kaminer, T., 2013. Introduction: 
the participatory turn in urbanism. Footprint 
#13, 7(2), pp.1-6.

3. Lydon, M. and Garcia, A., 2015. Tactical 
Urbanism: Short-term Action for Long-term 
Change. Washington: Island Press. 

1. Lefebvre, H., 1996. Writings on Cities. 
Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.
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serving to provide citizens with the means to realise local projects by 
bypassing institutions and bureaucratic processes of spatial planning 
and delivery.

The growing body of everyday urbanist projects was recognised 
professionally in the design for the American Pavilion at the 2012 
Venice Biennale. Titled ‘Spontaneous Interventions: Design Actions for 
the Common Good’, the pavilion focussed on the growing movement 
of designers initiating small-scale activities and interventions, aimed 
at solving urban problems at a local level. The design presented a 
catalogue of experimental urban practices and drew attention to a 
broad range of cross-disciplinary activities and designs, focussed on 
issues of temporality, appropriation, inhabitation and citizenship within 
the city. According to Margaret Crawford, these practices, and others 
like it, of everyday urbanism represent a partial, or initial, realisation of 
Henri Lefebvre’s urban proposition of citizens’ right to the city.4 

In 1968, Lefebvre conceptualised the growth, development and 
change of the city as the production of an oeuvre, a body of 
collaborative creative output involving a range of actors, expert and 
non-expert alike, both a conscious and unconscious product of its 
inhabitants. Lifting the responsibility for spatial production out of the 
domain of experts alone, he argued that it was the right of citizens, 
local inhabitants, and users to play a legitimised role in this process 
of co-production.5 This right is a creative act which Lee Stickells 
summarises as:

the right to participate in the perpetual creative 
transformation of the city which thus becomes the 
ephemeral city, the perpetual oeuvre of its inhabitants.6

Mark Purcell highlights the right to the city as permission for 
appropriation of urban space as well as its production and 
reconfiguration to enable ‘‘full and complete usage’ of urban space in 
the course of everyday life’.7 It is an empowering call that provides an 
enabling platform for informal engagement with the spaces of the city.

The increase of informal spatial activity has been identified and 
theorised under a range of terms; tactical urbanism, everyday 
urbanism, temporary urbanism and participatory urbanism, amongst 
others. This diversity of terms represent a corresponding diversity of 
action, and a lack of consensus regarding their qualities.8 Due to their 
tactical quality, emerging out of highly particular situated conditions, 
occupying interstitial gaps in spatial planning, policy making and 
management, spaces within the ‘tattered fabric’ of capitalism, the 
projects differ greatly in terms of their appearance, means and output. 
However Crawford recognises a common thread, that such activities 
operate primarily outside of the dominant professional institutions and 
practices involved in spatial production:

These activities represent a movement where thousands 
of activists, artists and architects acting outside of the 
profession, and many different kinds of citizen, are imaging 
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and the Right to the City. Architect, August 
2012. pp.84-85.
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Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.

6. Stickells, L., 2011. The Right to the City: 
Rethinking Architecture’s Social Significance. 
Architecture Theory Review, 16(3), pg.215.

7. Purcell, M., 2002. Excavating Lefebvre: The 
Right to the City and its Urban Politics of the 
Inhabitant. GeoJournal, 58, pg.103.

8. Wortham-Galvin, B.D., 2013. The 
Participatory Turn in Urbanism: How People 
Make Places (and What Designers and 
Planners Might Learn from It). Footprint #13, 
7(2), pg.31.

9. Crawford, M., 2012. Urban Interventions 
and the Right to the City. Architect, August 
2012. pg.84.
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and trying to create a more humane, just and creative city.9

Within the context of temporary urbanism, the city is configured as 
a collaborative venture, that connects into a wider appreciation of 
the city as a series of interconnecting assemblages of human and 
physical networks,10 an ongoing project. This stands in contrast to the 
perception of architecture as the artistic production of an individual, 
where the architect demarcates their own territory, retreating to the 
production of individual buildings, instead, the value of spatial expertise 
extends beyond this defined and protected territory; out into the 
city. Thus the context of urbanism provides an expanded site for the 
amateur architect, concerned with spatial and social relations, whilst 
offering a context for intervention within these networks both tangibly 
and speculatively.

As a series of unsolicited practices using the materiality and 
accessibility of DIY operations to pursue ongoing practices of adaption 
within Byker, my amateur practices can be seen to occupy this realm 
of activity. Emerging out of my position as a user, rather than the 
imposition of a professional project allied with commercial intentions, 
these informal practices of creative inhabitation intersect architectural 
practice with the ideas and identities of citizenship.

Existing understandings of the role of citizenship within practice

Though there have been a number of practices and theorists who 
have invoked ideas of citizenship in recent architecture discourse, few 
have developed these ideas to explore the potentials for altered modes 
of practice.11 The introduction of ideas of citizenship have primarily 
been used to promote an ethical, sustainable, or generally humanistic 
approach to architectural practice, focussing on means of incorporating 
the social, political and ecological concerns of the citizen into the 
operations and tools of professional practice, finding a space for 
them next to the commercial agendas that underlie the productions of 
buildings upon which the operations of architecture are fundamentally 
dependent. As explored in Chapter 2, Jeremy Till proposes the 
intersection of the practitioner’s identity as a citizen as a way of 
overcoming the separation of architect and user, and to renegotiate 
the hierarchical distinction between expert and non-expert forms of 
knowledge in the practice of architecture.12 However, the implications 
for the form such a practice might take remain undeclared, providing 
only a provocation that my practices have explored. 

Elsewhere, the term citizen-architect has also been invoked by 
American pedagogic practice, Rural Studio, as a way of connecting 
architectural practice with ethical concerns. Based at Auburn 
University in Alabama, Rural Studio has developed a design and live 
build education model, through which they aim to promote a mode 
of architectural practice that operates with the social conscience 
of the citizen, and sense of responsibility to local communities, 
providing design services to marginal and disempowered people and 
communities who would typically be unable to afford them. Through 
their projects they allow the acknowledgement of the architect’s role 

10. McFarlane, C., 2011. The City as 
Assemblage: Dwelling and Urban Space. 
Environment and Planning, 29, pp.649-671.
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New York: MOMA; Bell, B. and Wakeford, K. 
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as Activism. New York: Metropolis Books; 
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as a citizen to alter and inform their engagement with their projects, 
by encouraging consideration of the ethical, political and sustainable 
consequences of design and construction.13

Rural Studio has established a direct connection to the small town 
of Newburn, where students live and work, establishing a direct 
connection between their place of residence and work. This approach 
aims to partially address the separation of designer and user, by 
encouraging an empathy for users through proximity to local life: 

Rather than being a separate enclave, an ivory tower, the 
Rural Studio buildings are an integral part of the town fabric 
and community life.14

Steven Moore and Andrew Karvonen highlight the work of Rural 
Studio as part of a wider approach to design and construction 
known as design/build, which they term a ‘context-rich’ approach 
to architecture.15 Echoing vernacular, or ’context-bound’, forms of 
architecture, a context-rich approach views buildings as materially 
and culturally situated artefacts that marry site specific construction, 
contemporary technologies, and community engagement. This 
approach is enabled by ‘citizen architects’ who play overlapping 
professional and social roles through the deployment of expert and 
local knowledges:

The citizen architect practices a form of ‘civic expertise’ 
that encourages discursive, inclusive and multi-faceted 
approaches to problem solving that incorporate formal and 
tacit forms of knowledge.16

As outlined through my own practices in earlier chapters, situated by 
my status as a resident and active citizen, and reflected in other modes 
of ‘citizen practice’, a direct and intimate connection between the 
practitioner and the site of their residence as a spatial phenomena and 
sociopolitical context can be defined as a central, though not exclusive, 
aspect of the operation of a practitioner as a citizen. 

The operation of design/build practices like Rural studio approach 
architectural practice as a series of distinct projects, overseeing them 
from conception to completion, before handing them over to users/
clients for occupation. Accordingly, although pursuing a place-based 
approach to practice - drawing the concerns of citizenship into the 
process of their projects - their design/build practices maintain a 
definition of architecture consistent with that of the wider profession, 
focussing on the production of buildings for individual and institutional 
clients. By doing so, though they offer means for the development 
of professional models architectural practice by drawing ideas of 
citizenship into the existing paradigm of architectural practice, they also 
maintain professional definitions of practice and therefore perpetuate 
hierarchical distinctions between architect and user, maintaining the 
privileged position of the architect in the process of design.

My operations in Byker build on the place-based approach of 

13. Freear, A and Oppenheimer Dean, A., 
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other models like Rural Studio, grounding my tools and practices 
within the place of my residence, expressed particularly through 
the development of intersecting and complementary approaches to 
situated drawing, that open up the process of design and construction 
to non-professionals. However, instead of proposing the adaption or 
evolution of existing models of professional practice to respond to, or 
incorporate, ideas of citizenship, my work in Byker takes my status as 
a citizen and its associated context of everyday life as its foundation. 
By doing so they privilege the identity of the practitioner as a user to 
develop architectural practice as mode of citizenship itself, through 
distinct engagement with the practices of inhabitation and residence. 

It is from within the context of my participation in Byker as a citizen - 
situated by residency and emerging from engagement with everyday 
life - that my amateur practices have unfolded, harnessing engagement 
with the city and motivated by interest, ownership, and a sense of 
responsibility to the public and communal. Accordingly, my citizenship, 
and associated concerns and activities, has provided a context for 
the deployment of professional tools and expertise, and in doing so, 
establishes a distinct form of socially-engaged practice that is situated 
outside of the profession itself. In order to expand on how these 
practices intersect with and informs my citizenship, it is necessary to 
explore ideas of citizenship outside of architectural practice.

Citizenship

The term citizen is derived from the Anglo-French citezein which simply 
means ‘inhabitant of a city’ also from 12th century old french citeian 
as city dweller.17 The origins of the term imply no more than a state of 
residence within a particular city. Today the primary definition of a citizen 
has shifted from residence in a city, to one’s membership of a nation 
state.18 This status, realised through birth or naturalisation, confers on 
individuals the status of citizenship. However the discussion around 
what this status offers and entails vary greatly in their theoretical outlook 
and real-life implications. This debate around citizenship has tended 
to focus on the relationship between the individual’s legal status and 
their activity and participation within the public sphere. In their overview 
of concepts of citizenship, Will Kymlicka and Wayne Norman identify 
two key aspects. The first is that of citizenship-as-legal-status which 
is concerned with an individual’s status with regards to their legal 
membership of a particular political community, the second is that 
of citizenship-as-desirable-activity, where the status of the citizen is 
defined by the extent of their contribution to and participation within 
a particular community.19 These two approaches overlap with Derek 
Heater’s reading of two traditions of citizenship, and their implications. 
The first is the liberal tradition, citizenship-as-legal-status, which is 
primarily concerned with the rights of the individual, that remain largely 
autonomous beyond the contribution of taxes and their duty to the law, 
and without an obligation to participate in public life. The second is 
the civic republican tradition, or citizenship-as-desirable-activity, which 
emphasises the duties of the citizen and relies on a sense of moral 
obligation felt by the citizen to discharge these responsibilities.20 

17. Online Etymology Dictionary, 2012. 
Citizen Etymology. [online] Available at: <www.
etymonline.com/index.php?term=citizen> 
[Accessed 18 June 2012].
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19. Kymlicka, W. and Norman, W., 1994. 
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352-381.

20. Heater, D., 1999. What is Citizenship? 
Cambridge: Polity Press. 
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For Lefebvre, nationalistic definitions of citizenship are incapable of 
responding to the changing conditions of globalised societies, brought 
about by migration, transnational communications and international 
relations. Instead this definition of citizenship remains an exclusive 
status, privileging some, whilst simultaneously disempowering others. 
Rather than referring to inclusion in a ‘national political community’, 
Lefebvre’s use of the term citizen is based on their status as an urban 
dweller, clarified by his formulation of the term citadin, a fusion of citizen 
and denizen (simply meaning inhabitant). Thus the right to the city is not 
provided by the state, or realised through birth or naturalisation, but is 
a status of equality for all residents, enacted through daily occupation 
of the urban realm. This configuration undermines the exclusivity of 
citizenship, establishing the right to the city as one open to all citizens, 
through participation and appropriation.21 It also draws ancient Greek 
understanding of citizenship, that was founded in the polis (city), as 
the centre of power and decision making, and though citizenship was 
selective, including only native born males, citizens were expected 
to play an active role in the running of the city, implying responsibility 
toward the civic sphere. Adopting Lefebvre’s formulation of the citadin 
as an inhabitant of the city, this state of residence in a specific location, 
forms the foundation for my practices, situating and bounding my 
activity, grounding it in the context of my position as a citizen, and the 
experience of inhabitation through dwelling.

A second criticism of emphasising nationalistic conceptions of 
citizenship is the focus placed on the activity of the state, rather than 
the individual. In Britain a key development in the theory of citizenship-
as-legal-status was made by T. H. Marshall in 1949, who argued that 
the precursor to active citizenship was the establishment of particular, 
social, political and civil rights for the individual, ensuring their capacity 
to participate regardless of their economic position. Marshall saw his 
theory of citizenship primarily as a way of addressing social disparity in 
postwar years, with the emphasis on the state to meet these needs,22 
thus, his theory underpinned and supported the growth of the welfare 
state during this period.23 While it is clear that citizen’s rights play a 
role in enabling participation, one of the primary criticisms of Marshall’s 
theory, and citizenship-as-legal-status more generally, is its reduction 
of citizenship to a passive and personal status, due to the emphasis 
placed on the legal status of the individual and the responsibilities of 
the state.24 

For Purcell, the right to the city provides not simply a foundation, but an 
imperative, for the citizen to participate in the city as a practice of social 
relations, economic transactions and political negotiations.25 In order to 
move beyond the passive tendencies of a fundamentally legal status, 
Engin Neilsen and Greg Isin propose a shift in focus from citizenship as 
status, towards the the acts that constitute citizenship, arguing that it is 
activity, individual and collective, that defines citizenship:

We propose to shift focus from the institution of citizenship 
and the citizen as individual agent, to acts of citizenship 
- that is collective or individual deeds that rupture social-
historical patterns.26
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As opposed to legal citizenship enabling participation, Neilsen and Isen 
argue that active engagement provides the conditions for the realisation 
of a formal understanding of citizenship, thus it is through direct actions 
in a public context that citizenship is realised:

An act of citizenship in its full worldly reality is more than 
voting for someone else to act and speak on one’s behalf. 
It requires the full experience of acting and speaking itself.27

In his exploration of DIY making and its social implications, David 
Gauntlett observes that DIY represents an ideology, a way of doing 
things which emerged out of the radical political movements of the 
1960s, which questioned top-down approaches to issues such as 
education and publishing. Making and crafting, as explored in the 
previous chapter, play a large role in this activity, offering alternative, 
accessible, means of production, but DIY stretches beyond making, 
to include issues of governance, education and social organisation.28 
Drawing on this expanded realm of informal activity and engagement, 
Matt Ratto and Megan Boler propose DIY specifically as a framework 
for approaching the concept of citizenship, a means of enabling 
participation in local civic life and governance.29 With a focus on the 
personal activities of individual citizens, rather than the responsibilities 
of the state, DIY citizenship provides a means to realise citizenship 
as a creative and active practice, as proposed by Neilsen and Isen. 
Situated in the sphere of citizenship-as-desirable-activity, focussed on 
the activity and responsibility of the individual, DIY citizenship is a self-
initiated means of engaging in civic life and issues of local governance, 
through grassroots social operations and organisations; ‘DIY citizenship 
is… active, engaged and sometimes critical citizenship’.30

Loosened from the restrictions of top-down views of citizenship, 
DIY citizenship opens up space for creativity to enter the sphere 
of citizenship and its associated activity. Accordingly, architect and 
theorist Teddy Cruz, also argues that citizenship is a creative activity, he 
argues that ‘citizenship is less a matter of belonging to the nation state 
and owning the papers that allow you to belong to this private club, 
and more an opportunity for a creative re-organisation of protocols 
to produce a new spaces in the city’.31 As we have seen, Henri 
Lefebvre’s proposal of the right to the city is not a right to be supplied 
by the state but rather a foundation for creative activity where citizens 
are active in shaping the city to their needs and desires, through 
participation and appropriation. The city then is seen in a state of flux 
where each inhabitant contributes towards its continual change. The 
inhabitant is empowered to this end, their right to the city provides 
them the legitimacy and agency to act, instead of waiting in a position 
of dependence on state or private institutions to enact changes, the 
emphasis is on the activity of the inhabitants rather than the provision of 
state bodies.

Melanie White argues that, acts of citizenship are considered creative 
through their transformational potential. This creativity emerges when 
citizens confront the confines of habitual practices in order to envision 
and realise alternative ways of dwelling and relating in public.32 A 

27. Boner, K., 2008. Arendt’s Citizenship and 
Citizenship Participation in Disappering Dublin. 
In: E.F. Isin, and G.M. Nielsen, eds. 2008. 
Acts of Citizenship. London: Zed Books Ltd. 
pg.141.

28. Gauntlett, D., 2011. Making is Connecting: 
The Social Meaning of Creativity, from DIY and 
Knitting to YouTube and Web 2.0. Cambridge: 
Polity Press. pg. 49-56.

29. Ratto, M and Boler, M., 2014. DIY 
Citizenship: Critical Making and Social Media. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press.

30. Ratto, M and Boler, M., 2014. DIY 
Citizenship: Critical Making and Social Media. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
pg.20.

31. Cruz, T., 2011. Creative Acts of 
Citizenship: Performing Neighbourhoods. 
[online] Available at: <http://www.artterritories.
net/designingcivicencounter/?page_id=74> 
[Accessed 19 December 2012].

32. White, M., 2008. Can an Act of Citizenship 
Be Creative? In: E.F. Isin, and G.M. Nielsen, 
eds. 2008. Acts of Citizenship. London: Zed 
Books Ltd. pp.44-56.



337

central aspect of architectural knowledge and skill is the ability to 
imagine, visualise and communicate possible as yet undefined futures, 
translating tacit and intuitive visions into material reality, and articulating 
spatial narratives. Instead of proposing alternatives abstracted 
through detachment, my activities in Byker involve involve deploying 
professional tools and expertise in order to envision spatial and social 
alternatives from within my participation in the rituals, rhythms and 
habits of everyday life, drawing from this context and enabling shifts in 
established patterns of life, thus my situated practices become acts of 
citizenship, embedded, yet transformational.

Instead of arising from a static identity, denoted by a title, my amateur 
practice can be seen to emerge out of specifically situated and tactical 
actions, as well as engagement with relational networks made up of 
multiple actors and other citizens. These practices are not focussed on 
the production of buildings, though engage with the spatial conditions 
of buildings particularly post-occupancy, but rather adopt a more fluid 
application of spatial knowledge that augments and informs practices 
of citizenship. The operation of architectural practice as citizenship also 
has implications for the operations of participation within architecture. 

As established in Chapter 2, ideas of participation tend to imply the 
participation of non-experts in the formal practices and processes of 
institutions and professions. The operation of participatory practices, 
including; consultation, workshops and design charrettes, seek to 
enable non-experts to play a role in designing, drawing their insights 
into the operations of the expert, within professionally configured 
operations. Accordingly, participation within the context of architecture 
typically involves users taking part in activities that feed into, or even 
endeavour to replace, the design practices of architects. 

Though these practices and processes remain valuable for establishing 
discussion between designers and users, it primarily involves the non-
experts treading on unfamiliar territory, through practices that offer them 
a quick or partial introduction to spatial practices. Operating within the 
boundaries of professional practice, many participatory tools maintain 
its preoccupations with the production of buildings, instead of viewing 
spatial issues and possibilities through the lens of occupation. At the 
more extreme end of the spectrum, they can undermine the expertise 
of a practitioner, relegating them (as observed by Till) to the role of 
technical facilitator, realising the designs of non-experts while negating 
their own spatial expertise. 

However by establishing a practitioner’s expertise within their 
situated position as resident and user, the operation of this citizen 
architect offers a model for a contrasting, yet complimentary, mode 
of participation; that of the participation of the expert in the realm of 
the user through engagement in civic life. This mode of participation 
takes the practitioner out of the familiarity of professional approaches to 
deploy spatial expertise within the context, concerns and opportunities 
of inhabitation. Lifted out of the bounding concerns of professional 
architecture, the citizen architect is able to use their spatial knowledge 
in collaboration with other citizens to address locally situated and 
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socially specific conditions, aligning it with the agendas of inhabitation 
and circumstances of post-occupation. By operating as resident and 
citizen, and establishing hybrid identities, my locally initiated practices 
embrace Lefebvre’s formulation of the city as co-produced by experts 
and amateurs alike, and provide a framework to enable the latter to 
engage directly with spatial practices, rather than through professionally 
structured and mediated modes such as planning consultation.

In Byker, the distinctions of this focus can be seen in the contrast in 
approach to the hobby room refurbishment pursued by myself and 
those of the architects appointed by the BCT to develop proposals for 
their future use.

Hobby room consultation

Late in November 2014 I received an email inviting me to a hobby 
room consultation event for ‘key-stakeholders’, primarily key-holders, at 
The Chevron, once a shop unit now turned into a community space, 
to discuss the use and future of the hobby rooms. Newcastle-based 
practice, Jane Darbyshire and David Kendal Architects (JDDK) had 
been commissioned by the BCT to develop proposals for the future 
of the hobby rooms to help the BCT assess the viability of different 
options. The consultation event was primarily publicised to existing 
hobby room key-holders, excluding many residents who may have 
a legitimate claim to, or interest in, a hobby room.33 I subsequently 
attended the hobby room consultation session, in order to see the 
approach the architects had taken to proposing new possibilities for the 
hobby rooms. 

JDDK presented a diagrammatic classification of different hobby 
room typologies, based around relative size and location relative to 
the surrounding housing. They had developed four proposals for the 
potential refurbishment of these spaces: 1. Conversion to residential, 
either as accessible bedrooms for adjacent houses or as small studio 
flats; 2. ‘Community spaces’, with the provision of a table, kitchenette 
and toilet, to support as yet undefined activities; 3. Studio space for 
‘creative activity’, perhaps the closest to the original concept of the 
hobby rooms; 4. Additional storage for residents. 

These proposals remained fairly generic and non-specific, not hinting 
at the broad range of activity that could possibly be enabled by the 
hobby rooms, that might inspire residents to consider the potentials of 
these spaces and encourage communal activity amongst residents. I 
found myself somewhat disappointed to see the idea for storage space 
visualised as luggage and boxes, rather than offering up ideas for the 
storage of gardening equipment, which could be shared by residents, 
or work tools, i.e. more productive equipment.

While there I had a conversation with Nicky, an architect from JDDK, 
about their proposals, during which a number of issues emerged 
which shed a new light on the hobby rooms, and the strategy being 
developed by the BCT. Firstly, it emerged that JDDK had been 
commissioned by the BCT to review 88 spaces across Byker, which 

33. Field Notes. No.2. Date: 19.11.2014.
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the BCT are classifying as hobby rooms. This is a large increase from 
66 spaces which had been classified as hobby rooms in the survey of 
hobby rooms undertaken in 2008.34 The survey undertaken by JDDK 
used the term hobby room to describe all non-residential spaces within 
the estate, including laundry rooms, shops and storage spaces which 
have since been left vacant, with an intention to make it easier to deal 
with all vacant and underused spaces in one go. This move makes 
pragmatic sense, as funding for the upkeep and refurbishment of the 
redevelopment does not include non-domestic spaces, hence their 
generally poor condition. However it also reduces the definition of the 
term hobby room, denoting it as vacant space without demand for their 
use, in turn opening up an argument justifying their conversion and 
adaption. 

Though the proposals were varyingly applicable to certain hobby 
room types, they were not specific to individual hobby rooms, Nicky 
indicated that the decision regarding which rooms would be used for 
these different purposes would be taken by the BCT, depending on 
making the rooms financially viable. Nicky was unable to say whether 
this money would be re-invested into the hobby rooms. There is a 
reluctance, it seems, to do so, as the investment is theoretically not 
one that will benefit all residents of the redevelopment, only those 
who have access to a hobby room. This raised another issue, the 
identification of a clear set of financial drivers behind the decision to 
alter some of the hobby rooms. As they stand the hobby rooms do 
not generate any income for their upkeep, having been envisaged as 
shared informal spaces. The intention therefore, is to monetise the 
hobby rooms by converting some of them to residential units in order to 
increase the BCT’s rental income. 

While at the consultation event, I chatted to four other residents, three 
of whom had keys to hobby rooms and who used them for storage. 
Two of the women, Diane and Pat, had lived in their houses since they 
were completed and told me that were given keys soon after they 
moved in, having enquired at the local housing department office. The 
hobby rooms were clearly incredibly valuable to them, and all three 
expressed a common view that there is not enough storage spaces in 
the houses. As a result Ann, the YHN member of staff present at the 
consultation session was told on more than one occasion that they 
didn’t mind what happened to the hobby rooms, as long as they were 
allowed to keep the keys to theirs. Diane told me that she shares the 
use of her hobby room with her neighbours, who also use it for storage 
from time to time, and that during the winter a few of them bring in their 
pot plants, placing them on a table under the window to protect them. 

Before leaving I completed a ‘feedback form’ indicating that while 
I considered some of the potential uses positive, I felt that it was 
important that conversion should be undertaken conservatively, as it will 
be impossible to reverse such an action, particularly in the cases where 
hobby rooms are adapted to provide living space.35 This potential 
conversion threatens their existence as informal civic spaces, rolling 
back the public sphere as space for communality and social activity.

34. Newcastle City Council, 2008. Byker 
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On reflection

In the immediacy of the information and conversations, I found it difficult 
to reflect on what I really thought of the proposals. It was only a few 
days after the event, once I had had time to reflect on the discussions 
and information available to me, that I felt I was able to provide a 
level of considered and more in-depth feedback. I began to consider 
some of the issues which the BCT and architects seemed not to 
have considered, or were not brought into the conversation at the 
consultation event. 

It was interesting to consider that there was still no discussion of the 
management strategy for the refurbished hobby rooms. The proposals 
to convert and refurbish did not seem to deal with the primary issue 
of the hobby rooms, that is of managing access. Within the proposals 
there seemed to be little consideration of how they might be managed 
differently. Who would serve as key-holders? Will the responsibility 
remain with individuals, or might there be a group, or set of groups 
established to oversee their use? With this in mind the discussion 
seemed limited, the proposals presented were all feasible, however 
all of them seemed to treat the hobby rooms as ‘problems’ to be 
managed out, or monetised, rather than imagined as catalysts for 
community and new social activities and structures. They did not seem 
to dig down below the surface to interrogate how the network of rooms 
could operate, in such a way as to avoid the refurbished hobby rooms 
suffering from a similar fate as they have previously. At no point was 
there a discussion about supporting local residents to develop feasible 
proposals, beyond outline ideas about the function of these spaces. As 
a result, the approach to the hobby rooms has largely focussed on their 
physical condition, neglecting to address means of enabling the social 
infrastructure necessary to ensure their effective use as social spaces.

Additionally, one of the key arguments for altering the use of some of 
the hobby rooms is a perceived over-provision of these communal 
spaces, predicated on the proportion of hobby rooms standing vacant 
or ‘underused’, i.e. used for storage. This however conflates vacancy 
with a lack of demand, and overlooks issues with the difficulty of 
access, particularly to those spaces which have been vandalised and 
rendered relatively unusable. It is not the case however, that there is a 
lack of demand, I personally have had an application for access to a 
hobby room pending for a number of years, and I know of others who 
have also asked for access. There are also many residents who value 
their current access to a hobby room, while the BCT themselves have 
acknowledged that they hold a list of people who are interested in 
using one of these spaces.36

There is also a great deal of value socially, though perhaps not directly 
financially, in the ‘potential’ offered by the hobby rooms. Though 
many are currently vacant and underused, this underuse should be 
harnessed to support discussion and ideas about what they could be, 
and the types of communal activity possible in Byker. Their conversion 
to private residential space however would remove their value both as 
space for discussion, and physical space with potential for alternative 

36. Field Notes. No.1. Date: 10.09.2013.
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FIG.1. Below: A large scale axonometric 
drawing pinned up in the window 
of Erskine’s on-site office in Byker. 
The axonometric was chosen by the 
architects as a form of representation 
as it was found to be the easiest for 
residents to understand.
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uses, would be lost. No longer will they be ready and available for 
a person who develops an idea for an activity they’d like to pursue, 
but requires space which they don’t have in the home. While it is 
not possible to put a financial figure to such a concept, the intrinsic 
value of spaces which offer the potential for a resident to develop a 
particular set of skills, which may or may not increase the possibility 
of their future employment, or offer the possibility for enhanced social 
relationships needs to be taken into account when considering the long 
term future of the hobby rooms. Additionally the proposals appeared  
to overlook the economic potential of the hobby rooms as spaces for 
small, possibly creative enterprises, an increasing potential given a 
rise in the number of residents associated with the creative production 
of the neighbouring Ouseburn valley. Once the hobby rooms have 
been converted to residential space, however, there is no possibility of 
recovering them for community, creative, or commercial endeavours. In 
addition while there are a large number of hobby rooms, 88 if you add 
in other vacant spaces, as the BCT have done, many of these are very 
small, the size of a single bedroom, and have less potential for shared 
use. To convert some of the larger ones into living accommodation 
could result in a disproportionate reduction of hobby rooms that are 
large enough for communal activity.

A couple of months after the consultation event, I was disappointed to 
read, in the minutes of the BCT board meeting, that only 10 people had 
attended the consultation event, and subsequently that the first round 
of hobby rooms refurbishments would comprise entirely of conversions 
to additional residential space,37 questioning the BCTs commitment to 
making the hobby rooms work as community space.

Developing hobby agencies

The limitations of the BCT’s approach to redeveloping the hobby 
rooms, with regards to addressing the social infrastructure that 
support and enable their management, accessibility and ongoing 
use, catalysed the development of a set of speculative hobby agency 
proposals. There are four inter-related and speculative proposals, 
based around a proposed expansion of the hobby activities facilitated 
by four of the realised elements of hobby furniture.

The designs and social diagrams propose modes of collaborative 
social structures, enabled by local individuals, organisations, and 
existing programmes of activity and projects, that would offer the 
social infrastructure necessary to support the communal use of the 
hobby rooms and keep them accessible to residents, proposing 
a potential mode of management that addresses the current lack. 
They look beyond purely spatial qualities of the hobby rooms and 
their occupation, to articulate the expansion of interest-driven hobby 
practices into collaborative agencies, which draw together residents 
and local organisations to shift these rich, yet marginal, practices into 
a position of formal legitimacy. Furthermore, they seek to address the 
agency of citizens as creative actors involved in spatial production, as 
opposed to passive consumers, providing a means for citizenship as 
an active and productive practice to be realised.

37. BCT, 2015. Board 05 February 2015, 
6pm - 8pm. BCT Headquarters, 23 Raby 
Cross, Byker, Newcastle upon Tyne. Meeting 
Minutes. [online] Available at: < http://
bykercommunitytrust.org/resource-category/
board-papers/> [Accessed 23 March 2015].
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The proposals are founded on an acknowledgement that the social and 
spatial are inextricably interlinked in the production of architecture, the 
one expressing and supporting the other. Commenting on Lefebvre’s 
declaration that (social) space is a (social) product, Jeremy Till argues 
that it ‘banishes the notion that space could be treated as abstract, 
devoid of any social content, or sundered from any social context’.37 
This affirmation of the reciprocal interrelation of built form and social 
activity draws attention to the range of social activities, relationships and 
structures, that underpin and enable architectural proposals. 

Though architectural proposals typically give precedence to articulating 
form and spatial arrangement, my speculative propositions for spatial 
agencies aim to enable an equivalent focus on articulating collaborative 
social relations and forms of social organisation. Correspondingly, the 
drawings and diagrams for hobby agencies, based in and around 
the hobby rooms, outline a role for the citizen architect to envision 
possible alternative social futures that are developed directly out of their 
participation with these social realities.

The social diagrams are complemented by drawings that offer a vision 
of the type of spatial appropriation that these agencies might enable. 
The spatial proposals are intended as a way of visualising the potential 
of the hobby rooms in order to support broader discussions with 
local residents for their possible uses, in the hope that they serve to 
catalyse other proposals. Accordingly, the aesthetic concerns of these 
spatial proposals take on a secondary role, minimal and expressing 
a contingent appearance which reflects the means and modes of 
construction available to marginal individuals and agencies to realise 
spatial interventions, and extend the materiality and forms established in 
the elements of furniture themselves.

The proposals draw directly from my embedded position within 
the social context of Byker, and explicit attempts to participate and 
operate in a public context. They are supported by professional tools, 
including surveying, but are also incidental, resulting directly from 
my operation as a citizen and the extended duration of time spent in 
Byker. The speculations are underpinned by my engagement with local 
agencies and the BCT,  my increasing involvement in the networks of 
relationships within the area, and my participation in existing projects. 
They were enabled through meetings, workshops and chance 
conversations, whilst also building on the identification of local capacity 
and potential revealed through the hobby mapping and the varied 
designs for elements of hobby furniture.

The proposals also explore the possibility of the current physical 
refurbishment of Byker’s public spaces, to support and catalyse the 
formation of these agencies, establishing a framework to to employ 
the interest-based skills of local residents in this process as a mode of 
direct participation. The BCT is currently working on the refurbishment 
of the Wall and the district heating system, however it is anticipated 
that work on external public spaces will be initiated in 2016. The 
proposals speculate on the possibility for local, resident-led, agencies 
to provide a means for residents to engage directly with this process 

38. Till, J., 2009. Architecture Depends. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
pg.126.
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of refurbishment, as well as ongoing maintenance and management. 
It is proposed that these agencies could operate under the oversight 
of the BCT, taking delegated responsibility for certain aspects of the 
maintenance of public spaces, and in doing so providing a framework 
for a means of direct engagement for residents to complement the 
more distant involvement of residents at the BCT board level.

By focussing on the personal interests latent within hobby practices, 
the proposals are founded on an identification of both capacity and 
interest, or as Doina Petrescu argues, the stimulation of desire,39 as 
a force for action. The proposals aim to articulate these agencies as 
means to build on this motivation to develop skill and capacity within 
the locality, providing a framework by which to introduce residents into 
the possibilities of direct engagement with decision making and action 
in Byker. Accordingly, the projects highlight the hobby rooms as spaces 
of rich potential, dependent on the nurturing of the social infrastructure 
necessary to realise these latent opportunities.

Drawing agency

The axonometric has been chosen as a key drawing form for the spatial 
proposals, remaining consistent with the sketch proposals of hobby 
furniture. As a drawing type, the axonometric has a long historical 
lineage, traced by Yve Alain Bois. It was originally developed to provide 
an easier means of communication between architects and engineers, 
and was supported by the emergence of aerial photography realised 
with the advent of mechanical flight at the turn of the twentieth century. 
It then gained traction as a means of representation in the architectural 
profession from the 1920s, fusing artistic and constructional uses of 
axonometry.40

This particular form of drawing can be seen to sit between the realms 
of the architect and user, undeniably a technical drawing; precise, 
geometric and retaining reference to scaled measurement, yet it 
also presents proposals in their 3 dimensional form, offering a form 
of measured perspective that is easily read without the requisite 
architectural training,41 unlike a plan or section which are further 
abstracted representations of the spatial proposals or conditions they 
describe. It was this reason that led Gracie and the team to present 
their proposals for Byker in axonometric form, drawn over 12 panels 
and mounted in the shop window of their office on site.42 According 
to architect and theorist Stan Allen, the axonometric articulates both 
measurable and abstract spatial information,43 capable of rendering 
the pragmatics of construction visible, thus its use in engineering 
drawings,44 while also supporting the representation of occupation and 
its tectonically undefined qualities; presenting both spatial and social, 
the constructed and inhabited, and interweaving the operations of 
professional and user. Furthermore, Bois attributes the axonometric 
with liberating the eye of the viewer from the fixed, singular point of 
view of the perspective, to enable multiple readings,45 suggesting 
an agency for the viewer, in particular non-experts, that is limited in 
the representation of proposals through perspective. The drawings 
of spatial appropriation in Byker offer glimpses of potential, open 

39. Petrescu, D., 2007. How to make a 
community as well as the space for it. In P. 
Mutschler and R. Morrow. eds. 2007. Space 
Shuttle: Six Projects of Urban Creativity and 
Social Interaction, Belfast. Belfast: PS2. pp.45-
50.

40. Bois, Y.A., 1981. Metamorphosis of 
Axonometry. Daidalos, 1 (15 September 
1981), pp.40-58.

41. Evans, R., 2000, The Projective Cast: 
Architecture and its Three Geometries. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
pg.337.

42. Drage, M., 2008. Byker: Surprising the 
Colleagues for 35 Years - A Social History of 
Ralph Erskine’s Arkitektkontor AB in Newcastle. 
In: E. Harwood and A. Powers, eds. 2008. 
Twentieth Century Architecture 9: Housing in 
the 20th Century. London: Twentieth Century 
Society. pg.153.

43. Allen, S., 2009. Practice: Architecture, 
Technique + Representation. 2nd ed. Oxon: 
Routledge. pg.16.

44. Wall, C., 2016. Modular Men: Architects, 
Labour and Standardisation. In: K. Lloyd-
Thomas, T. Amhoff, and N. Beech, eds. 2016. 
Industries of Architecture. Oxon: Routledge. 
pg.65.

45. Bois, Y.A., 1981. Metamorphosis of 
Axonometry. Daidalos, 1 (15 September 
1981), pg.42.
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to interpretation by residents, visualising the possibilities offered by 
the hobby rooms, and thus presenting thought provoking ideas, as 
opposed to deterministic designs. Their focus on occupation, with 
a minimum of built elements, further emphasises the accessibility of 
these ideas for realisation.

Moreover, in recent years axonometric representation has increasingly 
become synonymous with DIY manuals and self-assembly products 
such as flat-pack furniture, to describe a step-by-step process of 
construction, as seen in Lego or Ikea manuals. Therefore, this form of 
drawing has evolved to provide an enabling mode of representation 
that is easily accessed and appropriated by consumers, opening up 
processes that would once have been the preserve of experts.

The axonometric drawings are supported by diagrammatic 
explorations of the social relations and bodies who may play a role 
in the development of the hobby agencies. These social diagrams 
highlight key aspects of the activity proposed for each agency, and 
the collaborative relationships that would enable them. The diagrams 
identify central actors, typically groups of residents supported by one 
or two individuals with particular skills, then speculate on potential 
relationships with local organisations and individuals that would support 
these diverse activity through training, advice or expertise. Stripped 
of spatial context or intent, these diagrams draw focus to the multiple 
relational connections that enable the operation of each agency, 
proposing underlying social structures that are typically overlooked, or 
taken for granted, in the development of architectural proposals, which 
emerge directly from my embedded position within local relational 
networks of actors.

FIG.3. A large scale axonometric drawing 
pinned up in the window of Erskine’s 
on-site office in Byker. The axonometric 
was chosen by the architects as a form 
of representation as it was found to be 
the easiest for residents to understand 
(Mike Drage).
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Byker Community Gardens
Mobile Potting Bench

The construction of the mobile potting shed catalysed ideas for 
the expansion of the existing gardening project based in the Byker 
Gardens, in the grounds of St Michael’s church. It focuses on 
the possibilities offered by the gardening as a hobby, and the rich 
horticultural and landscape aspects of the Byker redevelopment, where 
a number of landscape architects worked as part of Erskine’s team 
to ensure a close relationship between building and landscape, as 
observed by Peter Buchanan:

One of the most striking aspects of Byker [is] how well the 
architecture and landscaping are integrated. So much so 
that it is often difficult to decide where architecture ends 
and landscaping begins. Nor is it easy to detect where the 
input of the professional stops and the response of the 
tenant takes over.46

The blurring of responsibility between council and tenant in the upkeep 
of Byker’s public spaces has fuelled an exploration into the possibility 
of tenants taking a more direct role in the development and upkeep of 
Byker’s horticulture.

Since an extensive reduction in the volume of planting around the 
redevelopment in the early 2000s - a response to high levels of crime 
which the vegetation was seen to enable - the variety of planting and 
the care given to its upkeep has appeared minimal, overseen by the 
local council who cut the grass and trim back hedges. 

Plans for the proposals were supported by hosting a meal, using my 
dining room table, with the intention that the social activity of eating 
and sharing conversation would enable a discussion about ideas for 
public space. Jenny, my daughter Beth and I had breakfast with Anna, 
at the time still in her role as caretaker at the Byker Garden’s, amongst 
other roles in the community.47 Referencing a photograph of the Byker 
architects discussing drawings around a table outside their office 
on site, I set up my table in the same location, on a sunny autumn 

46. Buchanan, P., 1981. Byker: The Spaces 
Between. Landscaping at Byker. Architectural 
Review, 1018, pg.339.

47. Field Notes. No.2. Date: 12.09.2014
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FIG.4+5. Top: Members of Erskine’s team 
discussing drawings on a table outside 
the on-site office (Mike Drage). Above: 
Myself, Jenny, Anna and Beth chatting 
about ideas for a gardening agency to 
engage residents in horticulture through 
projects in Byker’s external public 
spaces.
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morning. The table became a site for socialising, discussion, and later 
on, back in my house, for drawing up ideas and developing proposals. 
While there we were approached by two members of YHN staff from 
the office who were intrigued by our presence, and informed us of the 
BCTs intention to redevelop external public space. 

As I learnt more about the landscaped and horticultural qualities of 
the area, I chose to produce a fanzine, as a way of articulating this 
narrative and information. The fanzine was created by reconfiguring 
relevant material from the Byker Lives archive, and is intended as a 
first step towards nurturing a wider awareness of, and appreciation for, 
the unique qualities and values of the Byker’s environment and public 
spaces. The fanzine format was inspired by a collaboration with a local 
artist and printmaker, Theresa, and offers a DIY and accessible form of 
publishing for sharing information based around personal interest and 
insight, it is easy and cheap to reproduce meaning I have been able to 
distribute them at a few local events.

The emerging potential for this project was further explored through my 
involvement with a local collaborative project, run in partnership with 
Helix Arts, an arts organisation dedicated to supporting participatory 
arts projects in deprived communities in Newcastle, Ouseburn Farm, 
a long running city farm in the Ouseburn Valley west of Byker, and 
St Lawrence Primary School in Byker. The project aimed to build 
connections between Byker and the Ouseburn Valley. Though these 
neighbouring areas are geographically close, a social divide exists 
which discourages residents of Byker to access the services and 
facilities present in the Ouseburn, including the farm. The project aimed 
to establish a link between the Farm and St Lawrence’s in order to 
introduce pupils and their parents to the presence of the Farm, and 
develop an awareness of its activities.

A series of creative workshops hosted at the Farm, and run by local 
artist Theresa and horticulturist Carl, helped to introduce a range of 
environmental and horticultural themes to the pupils, giving them a way 
of learning about the Farm, and material to take back to the school in 
Byker, these included building insect houses, sun-prints using light 
sensitive paper and brick carving accompanied by a visit to a local 
brickworks. I ran the last of these workshops, introducing the pupils to 
the historical presence of play-spaces and planting around Byker. The 
workshop was split into two sections, and two groups that alternated 
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FIG.6. Making a fanzine that promotes 
the uniques values of Byker’s external 
public spaces.
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FIG.7+8. Opposite Page Top: A playspace 
photographed shortly after construction 
at Dalton Crescent (Tyne and Wear 
Archive). Below: Drawings of designs for 
play features by Erskine’s office with 
a title written by a local school child 
(Ralph Erskine).

FIG.9-11. Right Top: Logs fixed together 
to form a climbing frame near Dalton 
Crescent (Jeremy Preston). Middle: A play 
hut amongst houses (Jeremy Preston). 
Bottom: A table tennis table installed at 
Dalton Crescent (Bauen und Wohen).
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activity. For the first section of the workshop I prepared a worksheet 
with images of Byker’s timber play features that have since been 
removed. It also featured space for pupils to draw their own ideas 
for new play features to be installed in public spaces in the future, 
accompanied by some sketches of ideas they might use as inspiration.

The children responded positively to the worksheets, proposing an 
varied range of ideas for new play features including: castles, climbing 
frames, large board games, swings, roundabouts, a mini-train, all in 
colourful and vertiginous configurations. These drawings represent an 
initial attempt to seek ways of engaging young residents, whose activity 
in public space is often looked down on or marginalised, to put forward 
their desires for spaces that suit their needs. It is intended that these 
drawings will be put forward to the BCT to support the development of 
future designs for public spaces. The theme of play-spaces continued 
through a den-building activity outside in the Farm courtyard. Having 
collected a large pile of cardboard boxes the pupils were divided into 
groups of 3 and supported to construct dens, tanks, houses and time 
machines.

In a feedback session, Alison, headteacher at St Lawrence’s, was 
enthused as to how the project had engaged her students, while the 
children particularly expressed their enjoyment of building dens out in 
the sun. In addition, though I had been unaware of it, the workshop on 
play features also served to help students talk about how they would 
like to lay out a new garden space at the school itself. The workshop 
served to reveal the children’s perception of a lack of space to play 
in the Byker area, an issue I have increasingly encountered as my 
daughter has grown up. The acknowledgement of this issue is also 
incorporated in the ‘Men’s Shed’ proposal for constructing new play 
features across Byker. 

This project also served to establish links between the Ouseburn Farm, 
Byker Gardens and St Lawrence’s, opening up a conversation between 
Andrea, the Farm manager, Anna, Alison and myself, around the 
potential offered by engagement with gardening and growing across 
the redevelopment area, including horticultural training and planting and 
productive growing across Byker’s public spaces. The proposals for 
a gardening agency, building on the presence of the Byker Gardens, 
explore some of the possibilities for this horticultural activity. 
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FIG.12-14. Top: Children from St 
Lawrence Primary school in Byker 
participate in a workshop based around 
the provision of playspaces in Byker. 
Left: The workshop involved constructing 
‘dens’ in the courtyard at Ouseburn 
Farm. Right: Children also drew ideas for 
play features. 
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The establishment of the gardening agency is anticipated to provide 
knowledge, resources, tools and facilities to support residents in 
their pursuit of gardening as a hobby. Overseen by Anna at the 
Community Gardens, services would include providing horticultural 
training, potentially supported by the Ouseburn Farm who already 
offer horticultural courses, for residents to allow them to cultivate and 
nurture their own gardens. This training could also offer residents routes 
into further learning and potentially employment. In addition, a range 
of programmes are envisaged to be structured around environmental 
education and the productive growing of fruit and veg. This activity 
could support the development of a series of educational programmes, 
in partnership with the two local primary schools in Byker, to teach 
pupils about environmental concerns, sustainability and issues around 
the growing, sourcing and nutritional aspects of food and farming. The 
proposals also imagine occupying a hobby room as a base to support 
a programme of activity around food, by providing a place to promote 
health eating and teach cookery skills to interested residents, as well 
as providing the facilities to host community meals. Productive growing 
could be further developed through the establishment of a community 
orchard, an idea which arose from a conversation with Andy, a resident 
and horticulturist, who pointed out the particular suitability of Avondale 
Rise, a terraced slope, as a site for establishing fruit trees.

The gardening agency proposals explore the possibility of the BCT’s 
refurbishment of Byker’s public spaces, to offer a context for public 
engagement. Through a training programme, teaching residents 
horticultural skills, it is proposed that a group of trained individuals 
could establish a local social enterprise, overseen by the BCT, to take 
responsibility for cultivating and nurturing the numerous planters and 
beds around the redevelopment, the majority of which currently stand 
devoid of plant life. The BCT has recently initiated a ‘rapid response 
team’ which works to keep public spaces clean and tidy, it is possible 
that the formation of a gardening group could increase the scope of 
their work, through a partnership to offer a greater horticultural service, 
expanding the quality and variety of planting in Byker’s public spaces.
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Byker Lives
Interview Bench + Film Dalek

The interview bench, and film Dalek have been used to support an 
ongoing history project that builds on the activity of the Byker Lives 
project which initiated a community history archive of Byker’s social 
and architectural history, and with which I volunteered during the 
researching of my thesis. Drawing from the presence of rich archive 
material, consisting of: films, photographs, documents, books, journals, 
oral histories and artefacts, the proposals present the history project as 
a series of resources and activities that continue to promote the design 
and social intentions of the redevelopment, as well offering the potential 
to contribute knowledge of its past toward the process of upgrades, 
refurbishment and management. 
 
The project proposes the development of this archive within a hobby 
room at 26a Raby Way where the material is currently stored, creating 
a base for ongoing archival work, research and promotion. The hobby 
room provides a physical space for gathering, recording and curating 
the growing archive of information on Byker, making this information 
accessible for research and uploading relevant material to the existing 
archival website; www.bykerlives.com. 

Centrally, the project aims to promote interest in, and appreciation 
of, the social, architectural and environmental qualities of the 
redevelopment. The proposals outline a range of ways this could 
be realised, through; walking tours, exhibitions (on-site in Byker 
or elsewhere around the city), conducting interviews around the 
redevelopment, and the publication of information through accessible 
means. It is also anticipated that the project would continue to link into 
the teaching and research programmes of Newcastle and Northumbria 
Universities, as well as others beyond the region, building on previous 
visits from academic staff and students that I have hosted during my 
time in Byker, and supporting a range of academic disciplines by 
offering access to research material, and enabling connections to 
residents and agencies across Byker.

Finally, the history project has the potential to support and inform 
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the process of refurbishment by offering a consultation service to 
professionals, including the BCT, designers, contract workers and YHN, 
on the spatial characteristics and physical materiality of the estate, in 
developing design and management strategies. At the same time the 
project could provide insight into the social structures and narratives 
around the use of Byker’s physical environment, and the relationship 
between physical context and social inhabitation. As a particular 
example, the archive material highlights the historical presence of play 
features within the public spaces which have since deteriorated, or 
been removed after problems with their location, and in some cases 
vandalism. The archive also records instances of resident grievance 
based around the design, construction, use of public space furniture. 
These insights into the relationship between space and use, represents 
just one area of knowledge arising from the archive material, that 
could play a role in the future planning and realisation of new features 
around the redevelopment area, not least to ensure that an equal focus 
is placed on issues of inhabitation as physical characteristics in the 
process of refurbishment. In addition, the project offers connections 
into the community, for professionals keen to engage in a broad 
dialogue with residents in the process of developing their plans.

The activities proposed build on those already pursued through the 
project to date, but also envisage the inclusion of other agencies and 
organisations that can support its operation. The Ouseburn Trust in 
particular could play a key role, already structured to record and share 
aspects of Byker history shared with the Ouseburn, the Trust organise 
regular heritage walks that promote local history. I have supported 
their work by leading one of these walks around Byker which was 
oversubscribed due to people’s interest in the area, many of whom 
were residents who wanted to know more about their neighbourhood. 

The project proposes a way to maintain a local base for the promotion 
of the specific heritage value and historical importance of Byker, 
recognising that this history is both of interest to residents, and in turn 
gives them a greater sense of value and ownership for the unique 
place where they live.



357

Men’s Shed
Joinery Workbench

The joinery workbench, which I used to enable the construction of 
other elements of hobby furniture, forms the basis for the proposition 
of a making enterprise, where local residents would be able to access 
tools to realise personal projects, but would also provide a means to 
enable residents to participate in wider local self-build projects. 

The project incorporates a set of proposals for Byker inspired timber 
interventions within St Michael’s church at the top of the hill, a project 
which I will outline further in Chapter 7. The agency proposals explore 
the possibility for the construction of some of the internal alterations 
within the church building to provide a route by which a group of 
residents could form a joinery social enterprise, with the capacity to 
realise local, small to medium scale construction projects. 

Led by Simeon, a resident and trained joiner, the construction of 
timber interventions within the church could be used to facilitate 
training, teaching interested residents a range of joinery skills, as well 
as helping to develop familiarity with tools and making processes, 
and training in safety procedures. The project would then provide the 
means to acquire a set of tools and equipment. The formation of this 
group would then be developed through the establishment of a local 
workshop, realised in a suitably sized hobby room. This proposal draws 
from the existing Men’s Sheds model, an existing enterprise which is 
based around the establishment of local workshops where members 
share tools and resources to realise personal and collective making 
projects.48 They offer men a context for gaining skills, pursuing hobbies 
and developing friendships with other men. The hobby agency also 
anticipates collaborating with local joinery charity Under the Bridge 
(UTB), a workshop based in the Ouseburn that offers vocational training 
for out of work, and unskilled individuals, many of whom struggle 
with addictive behaviours, or are homeless. The workshop provides 
a place for social stability and integration, whilst enabling routes into 
employment through furniture scale constructions. The support of 
UTB would enable the establishment of the ‘Men’s Shed’ in a hobby 
room, the workshop would be opened up to other residents of Byker to 

48. http://menssheds.org.uk
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provide the facilities to realise personal DIY projects, access tools and 
training, as well as offer potentially offer routes into employment.

The proposals anticipate engaging support from Avondale House, 
a recently refurbished block of sheltered housing, providing 
accommodation for ex-army veterans. Over the past year, since its 
refurbishment, many of the servicemen have supported and delivered 
local projects, and so I met with the building manager, a serving officer 
who has delivered projects for the Prince’s Trust, to see whether there 
were any projects on which we could collaborate. We discussed his 
ideas for new play features to be constructed on a empty plot of land 
outside Avondale House, vacated after the demolition of a vandalised 
pub - the Hare and Hounds. This project has not yet gone ahead, as 
the BCT have refused to sanction any public space projects prior to the 
development of an overall strategy for the upgrade of all public spaces 
across the redevelopment.

In addition to facilitating personal hobby projects, the proposals also 
speculate on the possibility that this group might contribute to the 
proposed refurbishment programme being pursued by the BCT, to 
upgrade the external public spaces around Byker, as well participate in 
the upkeep of these public spaces in the future, maintaining the timber 
benches, tables, fences, bin-stores and pergolas that populate and 
animate the redevelopment. Having established a clearly defined and 
structured organisation, it is proposed that this locally based social 
enterprise could be employed by the BCT to construct adaptions and 
new external joinery features required for the redevelopment upgrades, 
including new play-spaces to replace those that have deteriorated or 
been removed over the past 10 years. The group could also contribute 
to the ongoing maintenance of the simple DIY details around Byker’s 
public spaces, in the future.

The Men’s Shed project proposes a organisational framework that 
supports the expansion of the enabling and empowering material 
practices identified and pursued in the construction of my own 
elements of hobby furniture.
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The Video Club
Film Dalek

The final proposal is for the creation of a film club that uses the Film 
Dalek to support the continuation of the film nights instigated at the 
Byker Lives shop unit. This activity has continued, with support from 
my neighbour, John and another resident, Richard, the amateur radio 
hobbyist and general film enthusiast. The project draws inspiration from 
the 7 local cinemas that once existed in Byker, outlined earlier in the 
thesis, and aims to recapture the social spirit of visiting the cinema and 
build new relationships between neighbours.

Having chatted to David Jones at the BCT about access to a hobby 
room in which to run more film nights, I managed to secured the keys 
to The Chevron that his is now managing.49 I borrowed a projector 
from Lowri at Northern Architecture. After another film night at in March 
2015, Richard and I developed a logo for the project, to formalise this 
idea further and to support a funding bid for some AV equipment that 
we could store in the Chevron to formally establish the project, aiming 
to give the group a legitimised presence as a coherent entity, rather 
than a loose set of conversations between fellow residents. Later in 
the year, John and I submitted an application to the BCT participatory 
budget, for £469 to acquire a projector, DVD player and speakers, to 
enable more regular meetings of the Video Club.50 However, shortly 
after we received a letter from the BCT informing us that our application 
for funding had been unsuccessful.

Subsequently, the drawings of the agency were created to help further 
promote the idea of the film club amongst other residents hoping to get 
greater traction for its continuation. Based within the Chevron, the film 
club would continue to provide a space for residents from a range of 
backgrounds, and ages, to meet and socialise, based around a shared 
interest and supported by discussion around themes and points of 
interest arising from particular films. The project also anticipates this 
activity taking place in external public spaces at times, as a means of 
introducing new activity outdoors; weather permitting.

49. Field Notes. No.2. Date: 13.02.2015 50. Field Notes. No.2. Date: 11.09.2015
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FIG.15. The Video Club logo, designed 
in support of our application for some 
funding.
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Citizenship and participation

Reflecting on the hobby agencies, the operation of this practice 
within the context of my citizenship can be seen to have a number 
of implications for understanding the nature and opportunities of the 
participation of the architect as an active user within civic life.

The agency proposals are aimed at envisioning and catalysing of new 
social relations through interventions that support shared and interest 
based activity, and through speculation on, and participation within, 
forms of social relations that emerge out of site specific opportunities 
and particularities. The development of these social structures provide 
a means by which the occupation and ongoing appropriation of public 
space as imagined by Lefebvre’s proposition of a citizen’s right to the 
city can be realised, supporting shared communality of the hobby 
rooms by providing a framework to facilitate and direct individual 
agency and interest within the public sphere.

The focus on developing ways of intervening in local social structures 
and relationships, in parallel with physical interventions, echoes the 
acknowledgement of the ‘social’ in the practices of Erskine’s team, 
and the movement of community architecture more broadly. However, 
my practice takes on a very different expression, in response to the 
contextual changes in the cultural landscape since the period of 
Erskine’s involvement in the redevelopment of Byker, proposing a 
distinct social role for the citizen architect. The situated and engaged 
approach of Erskine’s team at Byker was intended to support existing 
social ties between residents, echoing the broader purpose of many 
community architecture approaches during the 1970s and 80s, that 
sought to maintain existing industrial communities.

As we have seen, these social shifts in Byker towards greater personal 
privacy and social individuality were reflective of a cultural aspiration 
that partially drove demand for low-rise houses and gardens, in 
place of back-to-back terraces.51 The curtailing of industry in the late 
1980s and resulting high levels of unemployment during the 1990s 
further undermined the coherence of Byker as a community. This was 
accelerated by broader national trends towards greater individuality, 
enabled and advocated by consumerism, and a diminution of public 
life.52 However, the close knit quality of Byker’s physical layout does 
still maintain a level of sociability, while the rich and varied provision 
of public space and potential communal spaces of the hobby rooms 
offer the potential for a renewed communality and the engagement of 
residents in public life. The occupation of public space by the elements 
of hobby furniture, and the speculative proposals offer a means of 
catalysing the re-occupation of public space by citizens through 
collective action, and in doing to forge social connections between 
residents and new forms of social infrastructure and modes of self 
organisation, which are capable of supporting locally relevant forms of 
communality.

The social conditions and possibilities of architecture remain broad 
and rich, however Lefebvre also warns against overstating the role 

51. Ravetz, A., 2001. Council Housing and 
Culture: The History of a Social Experiment. 
Oxon: Routledge. pg.180.

52. Glynn, S., 2015. Good Homes: Lessons 
in Public Housing From Newcastle’s Byker 
Estate. In: K. Collie, ed. 2015. Byker, 
Newcastle upon Tyne: In Standard Colour. 
Herne Bay: Categorical Books. pg.28-29.
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of architectural activity, reminding us that practitioners can only act to 
support or guide emerging social forces, not establish new relations 
without the enacting of social life in its broadest sense:

The architect, the planner, the sociologist, the philosopher 
or the politician cannot out of nothingness create new 
forms and relations. More precisely, the architect is no 
more a miracle-worker than the sociologist. Neither can 
create social relations, although under certain favourable 
conditions they help trends to be formulated (to take 
shape). Only social life (praxis) in it global capacity 
possesses such powers - or does not possess them.53

As outlined in Chapter 2, the community architecture movement 
sought to support the continuation of established communities. In 
contrast, through my engagement with the social conditions, structures 
and relations of Byker my contemporary social practice focusses 
on catalysing and fostering renewed social relations and communal 
activity within the public sphere, whilst challenging the privatisation of 
such spaces. My proposals for Byker aim to respond to the presence 
of the BCT, their advocation of resident participation (in statement at 
least), and intentions to redevelop the hobby rooms, to help shape 
the future of social relations and spatial appropriation in Byker. These 
social speculations represent an expansion of the practices of the 
citizen architect, looking beyond the typical focus on physical form 
and materiality to incorporate a deeper understanding of the social 
structures that underpin the use of architecture. This expanded activity 
represents a particular social role for the citizen architect, one that 
augments their practices drawn from professional operations, and 
enabled by their relational position within a series of interconnecting 
social networks. Through their direct participation in the social life 
of the site of their practice, the embedded position of the citizen 
architect enables them to offer a social contribution, connecting local 
organisations and individuals through activity and spatially based 
interventions that envision and catalyse social projects, and in turn 
enable the renewed ownership and appropriation of the city.

Beyond the support of relational networks, my interventions and 
speculations on the hobby rooms explore structures of organisation 
that enable the direct involvement of residents in the public life of 
their places of residence as active citizens, enabling other residents 
to realise citizenship as a mode of practice and realise their own right 
to the city. By connecting into the wider programme of refurbishment 
and management, my practices and proposals in Byker offer a 
potential means to respond to the unrealised intentions of Erskine 
and his partners, for residents to participate directly in the ongoing 
management of their neighbourhood through self-management.

It is possible to see Erskine’s intentions for ongoing tenant participation 
in the management of Byker as a precursor to the understanding 
of citizenship as an active process, as envisaged in the grassroots 
governance that constitutes DIY citizenship as a direct form of 
engagement and participation. His ideas involved a bottom-up 

53. Lefebvre, H., 1996. Writings on Cities. 
Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. pg.151.
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process of direct engagement, rather than engagement by proxy, 
through consultation or administrative and political representation. As 
we have seen, this outlook was influenced by his experience of the 
collective nature of civic engagement in Sweden and the recasting of 
Swedish society in order to foster citizenship and develop ‘citizens’ by 
encouraging direct participation in urban life.54 Erskine was clear, that 
active involvement of tenants in the ongoing management of Byker 
would be central to the future success of the redevelopment project. 
It was proposed that the hard work done in building social structures, 
through the establishment of tenant organisations, and the nurturing of 
relationships between agencies in the area, should continue to play a 
role in the ongoing life of the estate. In his review of the redevelopment 
project Erskine wrote:
 

Residents’ satisfaction with their new houses and 
surroundings has been measured by surveys and has 
been high. This satisfaction is evident in the standard 
of care for houses and gardens and the relatively low 
incidence of vandalism. The long term success of 
the redevelopment will of course depend on a variety 
of factors; social and economic climate; housing 
management involving residents; and the continuing 
strength of the Byker community spirit; but the indications 
are that a good framework has been created for the 
future.55

In 1974, local newspaper The Evening Chronicle, also reported on 
Erskine’s intentions for future tenant involvement in management:

Erskine suggested a co-management scheme so that 
tenants could become closely involved with council 
officials in running the area. They could be given money for 
projects like landscaping. Maintenance of the area would 
be important, if its appearance were not to revert to that of 
a run-down estate.56

These intentions for co-management overlap with Lefebvre’s particular 
concept of participation. For Lefebvre, participation in the urban context 
is for all inhabitants, and involves space for direct involvement in 
decision making, as well as the means to appropriate space, not only 
on an individual basis, but as a collective activity:

Another obsessional theme is participation, linked to 
integration. This is not a simple obsession. In practice, 
the ideology of participation enables us to have the 
acquiescence of interested and concerned people at a 
small price. After a more or less elaborate pretence at 
information and social activity, they return to their tranquil 
passivity and retirement. Is it not clear that real and 
active participation already has a name? It is called self-
management.57

The speculative hobby agencies explore the possibility of social and 

54. Mack, J. S., 2013. New Swedes in the 
New Town. In: K. Cupers, ed. 2013. Use 
Matters: An Alternative History of Architecture. 
Oxon: Routledge. pp.121-138.

55. Erskine, R., 1981. The Byker 
Redevelopment. Newcastle: Newcastle City 
Council. pg.11.

56. Dilks, C., 2005. Resident Participation: 
History Repeating Itself? In: European Network 
for Housing Research Conference. Housing 
in Europe: Challenges and Innovation. 
Reykjavik, Iceland, 29 June - 2 July 2005. 
[online] Available at: <https://borg.hi.is/
enhr2005iceland/ppr/Dilks.pdf> [Accessed 2 
September 2014].

57. Lefebvre, H., 1996. Writings on Cities. 
Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. pg.145.
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spatial frameworks which enable personal engagement in collective 
civic activity, proposing possible ways of providing the material and 
organisational means by which residents are able to be involved in 
spatial production, in a direct rather than institutionally meditated way, 
enabling collaborative citizenship. The drawings visualise potential 
connections between existing organisations and individuals, as well 
as new organisations that could be established in relation to the 
activities of existing agencies in and around Byker. In doing so they 
also speculate on a means of realising Erskine’s plans for tenant 
participation in the management and maintenance of Byker, that could 
operate under the ownership and guidance of the BCT. In touch with 
local practices and possibilities, by speculating spatially and socially, 
the activity of the situated architect is capable of catalysing and 
supporting the emergence of frameworks and relationships to enable a 
bottom-up mode of citizenship that allows other residents to enter into 
meaningful participation through direct action.

FIG.16. One of the few ‘play features’ left 
in Byker’s public space.
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Conclusions on the Hobby Rooms

My engagement with the hobby rooms continues to develop, primarily 
through ongoing discussions with the BCT and other residents 
about the process of their refurbishment which I will outline further 
in the following Chapter 7, however, my creative explorations and 
speculations have developed to a point, upon which it is possible to 
draw a consistent set of conclusions regarding their physical condition 
and social conception, that in turn can provide an informed foundation 
for future action, and offer lessons for similar spaces beyond Byker. 

Much of the future potential of the hobby rooms to fulfil the initial 
intentions of Erskine and his team for the rooms to operate as spaces 
for interest based activity, hangs on the perception of their demand. 
Through the thesis exploration I have shown, through surveying, 
mapping, observing the hobby practices of a series of hobbyists 
across Byker and pursuing my own distinct hobby interests, that their 
vacancy and underuse is not directly reflective of a lack of demand, or 
a diminution of hobby based activity, but instead is a result of a lack of 
funding and management in maintaining and reallocating these socially 
valued spaces.

Reflecting this range of varied and productive hobby activity pursued 
by Byker residents, I propose the future use of the hobby rooms is rich 
in potential, particularly given an increase in the number of residents 
who work in creative industries in the neighbouring Ouseburn area, and 
across Newcastle. Whether as a personal interest, or entrepreneurial 
project, (or as seen in the case of Jenny and Chloe, positioned on a 
spectrum between these two positions) the hobby rooms are ideally 
positioned to provide a suitable space in which these interests can be 
honed and pursued as income generating activities.  

The organisation of these activities as public or private pursuits alters 
the way that the hobby rooms are used, a distinction that needs to 
be reflected in the future management of such spaces. As a space 
for private activity, the hobby rooms offer a suitable extension of the 
domestic sphere, and the spare spaces; garages, lofts and sheds, 
within which hobbies are typically pursued, and as such remain 
valuable for the pursuit of hobby practices. As we have seen, the 
similarity between hobby rooms and domestic spaces was originally 
intended by the architects, who proposed that were they to go unused 
they could be converted into spare bedrooms and designed many to 
satisfy the dimensional requirements of a bedroom under the Parker 
Morris standards.58 This equivalence, however, is also enabling their 
monetised conversion to private space by the BCT, who are equating 
lack of access, due to poor management, with a lack of demand.

On a public level, the hobby rooms have suffered from a social 
‘mistranslation’ from the Swedish context in which they were partially 
conceived. The communality and informally shared ownership of 
Swedish society, a condition that far from being natural was a nationally 
organised shift in psyche during the early twentieth century, was not 
echoed in British culture, and initially intended to be informally managed 

58. Ravetz, A., 1976. Housing at Byker, 
Newcastle upon Tyne. The Architects’ Journal, 
163 (14 April 1976), pp.731-742.
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by residents, the lack of a formal process for monitoring use and 
ownership, and reassigning hobby rooms to residents has resulted 
in their decline in use and condition. This is not to say that there was 
no culture of public hobby activity in Britain, on the contrary, it is clear 
that the public pursuit of hobbies was a particular characteristic of 
the emergence of hobbies in Britain as identified by Ross McKibbin.59 
Rather this public hobby activity is typically enabled and accompanied 
by the formation of socially conceived and formally structured 
community organisations, such as bowls clubs, pigeon racing meets, 
allotment associations and darts leagues, each supporting a social 
network of relationships and events, and some of which continue to 
operate today. The hobby rooms that were initially most successfully 
used communally, were those that maintained a similar model, and 
were overseen by some form of formally organised group, seen most 
clearly in the operation of the photographic group using the darkroom 
facilities in 26a Raby Way. 

The ‘hobby agency’ drawings speculate on ways in which this 
necessary social infrastructure could be realised in a contemporary 
context. By drawing directly on my knowledge of existing interests and 
engagement with agencies and organisations in the Byker area, they 
outline a network of actors and relationships that could provide the 
framework through which to realise hobby organisations, and enable 
the pursuit of communal hobby activities. Furthermore, they speculate 
on the potential for this interest based activity, pursued communally 
on a social level, to enable residents to be involved directly in issues 
of management and adaption of the redevelopment area, through 
construction, horticulture and archival research.

Beyond the limitations and possibilities of the hobby rooms themselves, 
my investigations into the nature of hobby space initiated the 
production of a series of elements of hobby furniture that enabled 
the pursuit of hobby activity in a range of spaces across the Byker 
redevelopment. The speculation, construction and use of these pieces 
reveal the potential for the occupation of public spaces through the 
operation of interest based activity as a way of building new relational 
networks between residents. These elements of furniture have served 
to release the socially productive possibilities of hobby activity from the 
current physical and managerial limitations of the hobby rooms, yet 
through their mobility, they remain ready to re-appropriate these spaces 
were they to became available in the future. The elements of furniture 
deploy the tools of occupation and adaption available to residents 
to provide a means of architectural creativity and production through 
which users can appropriate space.

While it is encouraging to witness the investment of funding into the 
hobby rooms by the BCT, it is clear that redressing their physical 
condition is only a part of the solution to tackling their underuse. This 
aspect of refurbishment needs to be supported by a clearly defined 
approach to their management which is communicated to Byker 
residents in order to encourage and enable them to access the hobby 
rooms, and benefit from these unique social spaces in a cultural 
context of diminishing provision of community space and facilities.

59. McKibbin, R., 1983. Work and Hobbies 
in Britain 1880 - 1950. In. Winter, J., 1983. 
The Working Class in Modern British History: 
Essays in Honour of Henry Pelling. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. pp.127-146.
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The situated, amateur practices of a citizen architect

What began as a singular, physical act, moving location to take up 
a specific geographical position, became the central aspect through 
which to develop a specific mode of architectural practice, and enable 
the situating of contemporary conversations about architectural practice 
within the specific social and architectural context of Byker. This 
physical situating of practice has subsequently been strengthened and 
augmented through creative practices and social processes to develop 
an embeddedness in the rituals, habits and possibilities of that place, 
and as an active series of practices that have become increasingly 
public to form a distinct mode of creative and productive citizenship 
where spatial knowledge is deployed in and directed by my identity as 
a citizen.

My process of situating practice and engaging with place can be 
read through the shifting use of my dining table and the impacts this 
use has had on its physical form. It began as an conventional item of 
furniture, supporting my everyday meals and activities as I resided in 
Byker. Over time, however, through continued, active engagement, 
it has increasingly taken on the marks of architectural practice, 
supported by trestle legs and playing host to its tools, intersecting 
them with my social activity. Its form expresses the hybrid nature of 
my practice as it has emerged out of Byker; site specific, rooted in the 
rituals and familiarities of everyday life, host to social interactions which 
simultaneously reaffirm and re-envision the site of its occupation whilst 
being productive within this context as a site of speculation.

Supported by the table, and running as a linking thread through the 
thesis, my work explores and promotes the role of situated drawing 
practices, realised as successive and complementary layers produced 
in a range of media on my dining table. This approach to architectural 
drawing has been seen to establish a renewed spatial and social 
position for the practitioner that intersects with their identity as a user 
and a particular site of use. The interconnectedness of the drawing 
process and architectural practice has been used to alter professional 
drawing processes and establish a particular mode of drawing. The 
varied expressions of this drawing process, as a Nolli plan, tablecloth 
map, placemat surveys and a site of design, and its particular qualities 
have shifted and changed through their situatedness in response to the 
social, political and spatial conditions in which they are positioned and 
the concerns of these spheres with which my practices are engaged. 
As a result of this engagement, my situated drawing practices have 
enabled me to explore and espouse a set of values for architectural 
practice itself, through a critical reflection on the outcomes of these 
alterations, allowing the process of drawing on-site to become an 
enabling tool for situated, amateur, citizen practice.

Echoing the expression of the dining table drawing that enables and 
informs their practice, the situated, amateur, citizen architect is one 
who walks the line between bringing change and being changed, as a 
practitioner they deploy the tools that typically contribute to the creation 
of a professional identity within a specific social context defined by 
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their place of residence, however their tools, drawn from professional 
practice, are also affected to reflect the nature of their situation through 
constant social interaction with the beneficiaries of these tools: users, 
citizens, clients and site. Through their situated and amateur practices, 
the citizen architect is a creative user whose practices are grounded 
geographically within the site of their residence, and within the context 
of their participation in its social and political life, the realm of their 
citizenship. 

The thesis has shown that by adopting a situated approach to 
architectural drawing practice, that remains open to influence by the 
contextual conditions of the site in which it is positioned and in doing 
so is capable of acknowledging multiple meanings of a site and its 
occupation that would typically be overlooked by professional practice, 
the tools and approaches of architectural practice can be drawn into 
the multiple identities, operations and subjectivities of the amateur 
as a creative user, allowing them to pursue a socially contingent and 
responsive approach to practice.

As we have seen, professional practice is defined by the dialectic 
established by the use of the term architect as a protected title; 
establishing a clear inside or out. As an amateur, the citizen architect 
operates outside the professional sphere, thus rendering them an 
illegal architect in Hill’s terms,60 in order, not to professionalise this 
aspect of informal production, but instead to deploy professional tools 
and expertise in the service of co-production alongside other citizens. 
While this distinction limits the operation of the professional architect 
to engage in adaptive and creative practices of inhabitation, my 
practices have shown how the situated amateur practices the citizen 
architect can build on Jonathan Hill’s acknowledgement of the agency 
of ‘creative users’, blurring the binary to realise a transversal practice 
where aspects of amateur and professional, informal and formal, expert 
and everyday are incorporated and interwoven in a spatial practice 
of adaptive interventions. Loosed from the profession’s necessary 
preoccupation with the realisation of buildings as autonomous artistic 
objects, the citizen architect as an amateur is able to apply spatial 
knowledge within the wider context of the conception, speculation, 
realisation, intervention, use, appropriation, occupation and eventual 
demolition, of the built environment.

As outlined in Chapter 2, practices of participation offer a way to 
address the ‘gap’ that is seen to exist between architects and users 
in the process of spatial production, resultant of the professionally 
established dialectic, and the corresponding disconnection between 
the concerns of professional practice and those of inhabitants, 
as observed by Jeremy Till.61 Participation in this mode aims to 
involve users and non-experts in the process of spatial production, 
through consultation or collaborative design, however it is also a 
limited practice, contingent on the values of experts and those 
initiating the participatory approach, open to manipulation and a pre-
defined agenda. In contrast my practices frame a mode of practice 
that acknowledges the role of the expert as user through direct 
and personal participation with everyday practices of occupation. 

60. Hill, J., 1999. The Illegal Architect. London: 
Black Dog Publishing.

61. Till, J., 2005. The Negotiation of Hope. In: 
P. Blundell Jones, D. Petrescu, and J. Till, eds. 
2005. Architecture and Participation. Oxon: 
Routledge. pp.23-41.
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Subsequently, the spatial knowledge of the expert and the tools of the 
user - particularly furniture, furnishings and DIY construction - are used 
collaboratively, within the context of the citizen architect’s participation in 
civic life.  

This practice of engagement also provides a context for the 
deployment of participatory practices within a relational network of 
users, enabled and realised through conversation, collaborative 
design, accessible construction, occupation of the public sphere, 
the production of printed material to disseminate spatial information 
and speculations, the catalysing of resident’s desires and the 
development of social frameworks that enable participation with direct 
spatial practices. Operating both as resident and in tandem with other 
residents, the practice of the citizen architect is socially embedded, 
challenging the hierarchy that exists between these expert and non-
expert and the delegitimisation of amateur agency in spatial practices.

Reflecting on my operations as a citizen architect, we can see that 
pursuing amateur practice as citizenship involves stepping into and out 
of transient and changing identities in response to specific conditions. 
Lifted out of a defined and singular identity that is representative of 
an approach to practice, i.e. architect, my practices have developed 
from a range of identities that have differing relationships to spatial 
concerns and possibilities. On the one hand, I have leveraged my 
position as a resident, with a direct stake in the issues concerning 
my neighbourhood, to enable my practices, while at the same time, 
my interest in Byker as an amateur historian has supported archival 
research into the area of my residence, its past, values and possibilities 
that inform my creative activities. My interests as a hobby maker have 
enabled a mode of construction through which I have realised physical 
interventions that support the creative use of Byker’s spaces by myself 
and other residents, whilst this mode of production has also resulted in 
an enabling model for other residents to appropriate.

Engaging with the opportunities of these identities, though tactical and 
responsive, is a conscious process, a process of becoming. Becoming 
expresses a process of change, transitions from one identity, or 
position, to another. These shifts in personal identity result in fluid 
practices and modes of operating that adjust to a given context, as 
opposed to being defined by an established model or framework, the 
application of a codified professional approach. It acknowledges that 
beyond static labels or professional identities, such as ‘architect’, our 
identities are in a process of constant flux, and in turn it exploits those 
fluctuating positions to develop a responsive and socially engaged 
mode of practice that is highly site-specific.

The possibilities of this specificity can be seen in the development 
of the elements of hobby specific furniture. Drawing on the dual 
operations of empathy and observation, that thicken the practitioner’s 
connection to everyday rituals and insights into practices of inhabitation, 
along with a reflection on the unique material conditions of Byker, 
the pieces of furniture present an enabling materiality that address 
the restrictions of the heritage listing, a restriction emerging from 

FIG.17. Photographs of the dining table 
drawing taken from above, across 
the whole period my time in Byker, 
showing its occupation for a range of 
activities that intersect the social and 
professional.
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professional prioritisation of the physical appearance and materiality 
of the building over the needs and possibilities of use. In doing so 
they reveal how the spatial knowledge of the amateur is capable of 
negotiating and circumventing one of the professional structures that 
underpin the hierarchy of spatial production, and in doing so frames 
a model of practice that deploys spatial knowledge within the context 
of use to negotiate the codes of architecture by opening them up to 
appropriation by other creative users.

My participation on-site in Byker, enabled through my amateur activities 
in relation to the hobby rooms, has involved moving from a private, 
and passive position as a resident, towards an active means of 
dwelling within the social contexts of public life, my status as a citizen 
is not a static one, it involves personal transformation and ongoing 
change. Correspondingly, my practice has knowingly employed this 
lack of stasis, in order to take up multiple positions, as researcher, 
resident, activist, tour-guide, local amateur historian, joiner, ‘NIMBY’ and 
designer, which have each allowed me operate by different means, 
deploying professional knowledge in new contexts, thickening everyday 
insight, pursuing intentional activity and benefiting from unforeseen 
opportunities.

The operation of the situated, amateur, citizen architect is an immersive 
mode of practice which offers a means to respond to David Harvey’s 
proposal that any desire to initiate social change, the desire for 
architecture to acknowledge, respond to and address the social 
contexts and concerns it confronts, demands a personal response: 

Through changing our world we change ourselves. How, 
then, can any of us talk about social change without at the 
same time being prepared, both mentally and physically, to 
change ourselves?62

Harvey’s proposition questions the role of personal identity within the 
operations of architecture. What has emerged through the process of 
the Ph.D, and my explorations of the operations of situated, amateur, 
citizen practice, is an increasing level of ownership and personal 
engagement with the issues under discussion. From an initial position 
of impersonal observation, my concern for the hobby rooms - their 
use and those who have a stake in their future - has become more 
personal. Expressing itself through acts of activism, increasingly 
infused with my personally subjective, yet professionally informed 
views, this personal engagement has provided momentum for activity 
that reaches beyond research as a detached activity, to one that has 
transformational potential. The experience of citizenship, as an active 
practice motivated by personal commitment and concern has provided 
a framework for practice, but in turn has been informed through the 
practice-led insights that have been developed. In the operation of the 
situated amateur practices of the citizen architect, the personal infuses 
and grounds practice, guiding its application and motivating its pursuit.

62. Harvey, D., 2000. Spaces of Hope. 
Berkeley: University of California Press. pg. 
234
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FIG.18+19. Top: Our house at 3 Kendal 
Green. Above: Looking out on Kendal 
Green. My situated and amateur 
practices began with taking up 
residence here, but have increasingly 
spilled out into a public context to 
become a mode of active citizenship 
developed out of my intersecting 
identities on site. 
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Epilogue: Reflections on the Hybrid 
Practices of an Amateur 

Reflection

My practice in Byker was initiated, in part, in response to the formation 
of the BCT and the expectation that their presence on site would 
facilitate ways for local residents to participate in issues of management 
and decision making. This impression was informed by references 
made by proponents of the BCT to the slogan ‘Byker for Byker people’ 
that was used in the 1960s to support redevelopment. The sentiment 
implies the participation of residents in a direct and meaningful 
way, ownership through shared decision making. However, through 
my conversations with the BCT and duration in Byker, it became 
increasingly apparent that their understanding of what constitutes 
participation, or the type of participation that is desirable, differs from 
my own perception of participation as direct action, self-management 
and delegated power for decision making. Beyond the presence 
of four residents on the BCT Board, comprised of 11 people, the 
BCT’s mode of operation seems primarily to consider residents as 
customers of a housing service, as opposed to having agency to act 
as engaged citizens. Space for direct involvement remains limited, and 
where there is, emphasis is placed on encouraging residents to voice 
their needs and desires in order to enable the authorities to provide a 
better service. On reflection, it appeared to me that at times during our 
various engagements and discussions, we have been talking at cross-
purposes regarding the role of residents in the ongoing life of Byker and 
its spaces. Furthermore, the varied interactions with the BCT, over the 
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course of my residence in Byker, reveal the tensions in the relationship 
between two distinct modes of operation: on the one hand the highly 
formal mode of the BCT, enmeshed in regulation, is slow moving and 
strategic in its long term development, while in contrast, the informality 
my own practices is exposed, unregulated yet responsive to short term 
opportunities.

This contrast in approaches highlights the condition that while the 
amateur’s apparent freedom from professional standards, codes and 
regulations facilitates a more site-specific and responsive practice, their 
position is conversely problematic. As an amateur, my practice lacks 
the marks of professional practice such as titles, company affiliation, 
professional letters, and ISO standards, that mediate my practices and 
the operation of formalised professional, regulatory and institutional 
bodies, rendering my position marginal and illegitimate relative to these 
dominant modes of production, that in turn results in a lack of agency 
that is typically conferred by association with the profession. 

To an extent, my practices in Byker, as a series of critically reflective 
interventions, speculative design proposals and engagements with 
local individuals and organisations, have operated without recourse to 
the broader, more strategic operations of institutions and professional 
structures that govern formal spatial production. Operating as a 
citizen at a small scale, tactically and by way of flexibility, occupying 
the spaces and methods of inhabitants, my amateur practices and 
outputs have worked to avoid these structures, and in doing so, to 
offer enabling modes of spatial production that are replicable for other 
residents. However, the development of my approach in Byker into 
a more public arena, particularly through my ongoing conversation 
with the BCT has raised a consequential question of what happens to 
the operations of the amateur at the point of engagement with formal 
institutions and governing structures?

Agency

The marginalisation of the amateur operating as a citizen, relative 
to hegemonic authorities and organisations results in a problematic 
situation where expertise can exist without, or with limited power to 
affect change, this reality is the very essence of agency. Agency 
describes the capacity for an individual to effect action, within 
the context of social and economic structures. Implicit within the 
description of agency is the recognition of hierarchies of power that 
enable or restrict the ability of an individual to operate or intervene within 
a given context.1

As we have seen, the amateur activities of Erskine’s team were a kind 
of ‘extra-curricular’ practice that built upon, and was enabled by, their 
pre-established position as commissioned planners and architects, 
this legitimised position, as established professionals. In addition 
these operations were facilitated by a more relaxed culture around the 
bureaucracies of health and safety in the 1970s, in comparison to our 
present context.2 My own position, outside the profession, does not 
offer the same platform for action. However the issue of the agency 

1. Till, J., Awan, N. and Schneider, T., 
2011. Spatial Agency: Other ways of Doing 
Architecture. London: Routledge. pg.32.

2. Drage, M., 2008. Byker: Surprising the 
Colleagues for 35 Years - A Social History of 
Ralph Erskine’s Arkitektkontor AB in Newcastle. 
In: E. Harwood and A. Powers, eds. 2008. 
Twentieth Century Architecture 9: Housing in 
the 20th Century. London: Twentieth Century 
Society. pg.154.
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of the practitioner is one that has been recently incorporated into 
discussions on the scope and operation of architectural practice, as 
a direct response to expanded definitions and understandings of the 
activities and knowledge that make up its practice.3

For Kenny Cupers and Isabelle Doucet, enabling the search for 
alternatives, whether modes of practice, spatial configurations of the 
built environment, or the social structures that produce and occupy 
them, forms the central concern of agency.4 Enacting agency, relies 
on the capacity for intervention, to imagine, visualise, communicate, 
and realise possible spatial and social alternatives. Accordingly, Florian 
Kossak observes that agency focuses on the acts of the practitioner, 
on what they do as opposed to their status or position, prioritising 
enabling intervention over maintaining status:

To intervene necessitates action since intervening 
also always means interposing, intercepting and often 
interfering. In the context of agency, intervening takes 
on a political and ethical meaning. Here, it is about the 
influencing of processes through tactical manoeuvres, 
by stepping in and affecting their course. For agency to 
be exercised in its fullest sense though, this intervention 
always takes place through negotiation and deliberation 
and ultimately beings about the empowerment of those 
involved.5

Intervention may be realised through practical activity, where agency is 
realised through direct action, or speculative imaginings that harness 
the agency of drawing in order to provoke debate. As opposed to 
operating out of a defined role and position of a professional, my 
situated, amateur practices are made up of a series of successive 
and intersecting acts, each responsive and informed by the context 
in which I am based and the tools and relationships at my disposal at 
any given moment. Hence my practice can be seen to be constituted 
of a series of hobby-like actions that infuse my domestic and personal 
activity of dwelling with the means to build and adapt spaces. 

For Awan, Schneider and Till, the development of future alternatives, 
and un-conventional possibilities, arise from the practitioner’s ability to 
operate otherwise, in ways that are distinct from professional practice, 
through creative acts of imagination and intervention, whilst at the 
same time, acknowledging their contingent position that is dependant 
on the broader social and economic forces within which they operate. 
This involves putting aside notions of autonomy, to embrace reflexivity. 
Thus, agency describes an interstitial state, between autonomy and 
restriction: 

Agents are neither completely free as individuals, nor are 
they completely entrapped by structure. Spatial agents are 
neither impotent, nor all powerful: they are negotiators of 
existing conditions in order to partially reform them.6

Potential for operating otherwise, can be harnessed both from 

3. Kossak, F., Petrescu, D., Schneider, T., 
Tyszczuk, R. and Walker, S., 2010. Agency: 
Working with Uncertain Architectures. Oxon: 
Routledge. and Evans, K., Falconer, I. and 
Mills, I., 2012. Perspecta 45: Agency. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 

5. Kossak, F., Petrescu, D., Schneider, T., 
Tyszczuk, R. and Walker, S., 2010. Agency: 
Working with Uncertain Architectures. Oxon: 
Routledge. pg.6.

6. Till, J., Awan, N. and Schneider, T., 
2011. Spatial Agency: Other ways of Doing 
Architecture. London: Routledge. pg.32.

4. Doucet, I, and Cupers, K., 2009. Agency 
in Architecture: Rethinking Criticality in Theory 
and Practice. Footprint #4, 3(1), pp.1-6.
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the practitioner’s position as a professional, and from their spatial 
knowledge. Operating outside of a professional context, the amateur 
is unable to draw legitimacy from its empowering position, instead the 
deployment of spatial knowledge, in contexts outside of the profession, 
becomes the primary means for agency.

Though my practice operates tactically in the context of my citizenship, 
it is possible to observe the development of two distinct ways of 
operating that contain the potential to address the issue of agency, 
while maintaining the approach to practice developed through the 
hobby rooms exploration. These two approaches serve to realise 
agency through specific acts that are developed by taking up different 
positions relative to professional practices, positions that are directly 
enabled by my transverse position as an amateur from which I 
negotiate territory as both architect and user.

A practice of spatial activism

Tracing my engagement with the BCT, as I have sought to engage in 
discussion regarding the future use and management of the hobby 
rooms, it is apparent that the trajectory of my later work in Byker has 
moved towards attempting to provide an alternative voice by taking an 
increasingly activist stance.

The narrow engagement of the consultation session, and my own 
reflections on the limitations of the hobby room proposals highlighted 
concerns that the underlying issues regarding the hobby rooms were 
not being tackled. In response I wrote a letter to Jim Coulter, Chairman 
of the BCT board, with a copy sent to Michelle Bell, to outline my 
thoughts and concerns regarding the refurbishment of the hobby 
rooms, and to seek clarification on the plans for their management.

I received a letter of response from Michelle, outlining a set of practical 
reasons for the conversion of a number of hobby spaces, particularly 
the need for accommodation that caters to the needs of residents with 
disabilities as well as an increase in demand for 1 bedroom properties 
due to the so called ‘Bedroom Tax’ which charges recipients of housing 
benefit for spare bedrooms. However, she also wrote to reassure me 
that while the first round of refurbishments will comprise entirely of 
conversions to residential property, that the BCT consider only 11% of 
the total 88 hobby rooms suitable for such conversion, and as such 
the majority of these spaces will be maintained for use by residents, 
either individually or communally if desired. Furthermore, the BCT 
intend to develop a future management strategy in tandem with the 
ongoing redevelopment of the spaces. In addition to the consultation 
event Michelle indicated that the a section on the hobby rooms had 
been included in an issue of the newsletter, and maintained that a lack 
of response reflects a lack of demand, though they were considering 
allowing residents access to certain hobby rooms prior to complete 
refurbishment. I have continued to follow the subsequent programme 
of development, though little has occurred since the first round of 
conversions. 
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As well as my written correspondence with the BCT, the continuation 
of the film nights has provided a way to expand the conversation to 
include more residents than have been included by the BCT thus far. At 
the first of our film nights at the Chevron, we were joined by a number 
of residents I had not previously met, including Olya and Hedley, both 
of whom were particularly interested in the hobby room developments, 
and shared my concern that they remain accessible to Byker residents. 
I was able to share my knowledge of the BCT’s approach, and 
encouraged them both to inform the BCT of their interest in accessing 
one of the rooms. Hedley has since managed to gain access to a 
hobby room for her art practice, undertaking her own repairs in lieu of 
an access charge, and is also incorporating her use of the space, and 
the hobby rooms more broadly into her own art-practice Ph.D project.

To move beyond the conflation of consensus and participation 
observed in Chapter 2, Markus Miessen argues that participatory 
activities should seek to establish a space for opposition, as opposed 
to consensus.7 He proposes that the position of the amateur, outside 
of the profession, enables them to question received wisdom and 
established modes of operation, as they operate unencumbered 
by the agendas and boundaries of expert knowledge. For Miessen, 
the amateur’s non-conformist identity means they are able to offer 
viewpoints and options which challenge professionally encoded 
methods and standardised ways of working.8

For Boler and Ratto, citizenship as a direct practice also involves 
taking responsibility and, at times holding authority to account.9 My 
propositions, and tentatively activist actions show how the provocative 
ideas of the citizen architect can catalyse debate on neighbourhood 
and civic issues, the role of citizens in the public sphere, and the 
means by which participation can be realised, as opposed to 
consultation where the agenda has been pre-established, and many of 
the conclusions already settled upon, by authorities, experts and social 
and political institutions. 

This practice of activism has taken on distinct forms depending on the 
audience. My interactions with the BCT have taken the an increasingly 
formal mode of communication, through meetings, emails and latterly, 
formal written correspondence rather than incidental conversation. 
This correspondence has been supplemented by reading through 
newsletters and board meeting minutes to ascertain the actions of the 
BCT in dealing with the hobby rooms. My engagements with other 
residents has made us of personal connections and conversations, 
while the publication of printed material has used low-tech and 
accessible photocopying methods of DIY publishing, and been 
distributed at local events to reach a broader audience. Furthermore, 
social events, particularly the film nights, have provided contexts 
to discuss concerns and ideas with other residents, a means of 
communication and mobilisation.

These activist interventions represent the development of my practices 
as a visible and collaborating mode of activism that seeks to mobilise 
and engage other residents in challenging the institutional approach of 

7. Miessen, M., 2010. The Nightmare of 
Participation: Crossbench Praxis as a Mode of 
Criticality. Berlin: Sternberg Press.

8. Miessen, M., 2010. The Nightmare of 
Participation: Crossbench Praxis as a Mode of 
Criticality. Berlin: Sternberg Press.

9. Ratto, M and Boler, M., 2014. DIY 
Citizenship: Critical Making and Social Media. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
pg.20.
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the BCT, holding them to account and advocating for other viewpoints. 
These activist practices draw on the position of the citizen architect 
within a network of local relationships, explored in the previous chapter, 
that enable a practice of activism and collective action.

Byker has a strong history of resident activism, strengthened and 
catalysed by the presence of Erskine’s team during the redevelopment. 
The redevelopment project initiated a number of tenant and resident 
groups, while a resident run newspaper, The Byker Phoenix, provided 
an independent view on the redevelopment progress, and was not 
afraid to offer strong criticism where resident’s rights were concerned. 
Although engagement with activism has diminished severely in recent 
years, as recorded by resident Colin Dilks,10 the narrative of activism 
remains empowering and provocative, providing residents with an 
aspiration to participation, and involvement in decision making. This 
history has supported key moments in Byker’s history, in particular the 
engagement of architect Peter Fauset and activist Colin Dilks, both 
residents of Byker who resisted City Council plans for the demolition 
of Bolam Coyne in the early 2000s, leading to Byker securing heritage 
listing, and more recently, the resident vote for the formation of the 
BCT in 2011, these are two amongst many small scale and often 
overlooked acts of activism. 

On the other hand, distant and unresponsive management over the 
years since Byker’s completion, had served to drain much activist 
energy, and led to a ‘poverty of expectation’ according to Sarah 
Glynn.11 So while there remains a historical legitimisation of resident 
involvement, there is also a requirement for enabling structures to 
ensure that this is a contemporary reality, my spatial practices as a 
mode of citizenship, and woven into the patterns and relationships of 
civic life offer one way to facilitate the direct participation of residents 
in Byker. This conversation continues to the present day, maintained 
during, yet slowed by, the process of writing the Ph.D thesis.

A practice of spatial activism

My second approach has been the continuation of my amateur 
practices, and hobby based design approach, that have been pursued 
within the context of a formally defined, yet ongoing project consisting 
of a series of interventions and spatial advice at St Michael’s, a 
local church building in Byker. The project was initiated by an email 
forwarded to me from Phil Medley, the new priest at St Michael’s 
church in Byker. Phil was looking for someone who could advise on the 
development of the church space in the near future,12 so we met at the 
church and talked through their initial, failed attempts to secure funding 
for the redevelopment of the building.13

A largely unused building within the estate, St Michael’s pre-dates 
the redevelopment by over 100 years. It was constructed in 1862 
to serve Byker Village, a cluster of houses sited on the hilltop 
overlooking the Tyne Valley. For many years it was well attended and 
many local residents have memories of baptisms and weddings held 
there. However a dwindling congregation led the church to move 

10. Dilks, C., 2005. Resident Participation: 
History Repeating Itself? In: European Network 
for Housing Research Conference. Housing 
in Europe: Challenges and Innovation. 
Reykjavik, Iceland, 29 June - 2 July 2005. 
[online] Available at: <https://borg.hi.is/
enhr2005iceland/ppr/Dilks.pdf> [Accessed 2 
September 2014].

11. Glynn, S., 2015. Good Homes: Lessons 
in Public Housing From Newcastle’s Byker 
Estate. In: K. Collie, ed. 2015. Byker, 
Newcastle upon Tyne: In Standard Colour. 
Herne Bay: Categorical Books. pg.31-32.

12. Field Notes. No.2. Date: 18.05.2014

13. Field Notes. No.2. Date: 28.05.2014
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their congregational meetings to a shop unit in the centre of the 
redevelopment, at Raby Cross. Although it has stood largely unused 
for a number of years, the structure and envelope of St Michael’s have 
been well preserved and maintained over the years, however. With 
the exception of the pulpit and baptismal font at opposite ends of the 
building, all of the partitions, fittings and furniture have been removed 
leaving a large vacant space, complemented by three back rooms. 
A lack of heating and lighting provision has significantly limited the 
possibilities for inhabiting the building.

In 2011, Byker Aspire, a charity body set up by the church, oversaw 
the redevelopment of the church grounds into the Byker Community 
Garden which has since hosted a broad range of social activity, from 
horticultural training to talent shows. Subsequently, discussions about 
refurbishing the church to provide facilities for the local community 
and complement the gardens, as well as enabling the congregation 
to meet there again, led to the submission of two applications for 
funding. These applications were supported by designs developed 
by a local architecture practice for a comprehensive redevelopment 
of the church building, with extensive facilities, offices and space for 
worship. However, both applications for funding were rejected as it was 
unclear whether the demand existed for the facilities being proposed; 
a situation exacerbated by the proximity of an active community centre 
adjacent to the church, leaving funders unclear as to the relationship 
between the two and the varying needs they might meet. With this 
in mind, Phil was keen to develop an alternative approach, opening 
up the building for a series of activities as a precursor to any future 
funding bids, as a way of assessing demand and legitimise its use. Our 
discussions centred on the need to re-appraise the existing building 

FIG.1. St Michael’s Church in Byker
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and previous plans for refurbishment in order to develop a flexible 
strategy that could accommodate and facilitate incremental and as yet 
indeterminate development.

In order to facilitate my introduction to other members of the church 
congregation, and engage in a discussion with them about their views 
on the church building, memories of its past and ideas for its future, 
I returned to the dining room table, moving it up to the church to for 
a shared meal, and as a site for conversation. Over the course of 
an hour and a half, we ate and chatted about how people imagine 
using the building in the future, touching on materials, activities, 
colours and the need for heating and lighting. Phil was present, along 
with Chantelle, the church curate, Jim and Molly who are long term 
members of the congregation born and brought up in Byker, Jackie 
and David, who are church wardens, and David’s wife and Ori, an 
African resident who arrived in Byker as a refugee. There were also 
a few kids who happily tucked in the pudding a little prematurely.14 
The meal wove project discussion into a social setting, developing a 
more public and collaborative expression of the table’s overlapping 
social and professional functions. A sheet of tracing paper was laid 
across the table as a runner, and pencils provided as additional cutlery. 
Throughout the course of the meal people recorded notes, ideas, and 
sketches onto the table runner, keeping record of the conversation and 
key points. The camera stand was mounted over the table to record 
the process. Subsequently, I spent three days developing a series of 
designs for the church, working within the church building and using 
the dining table as a drawing board. The designs were drawn onto the 
table runner by sketching around and over the initial comments, notes, 
and drawings made at the meal with congregation members. While 

14. Field Notes. No.2. Date: 09.07.2014

FIG.2. Hosting a meal using my dining 
table to facilitate a discussion with 
members of the congregation about 
intentions for developing the building.
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FIG.3+4. Right: The table became a 
drawing table after the meal to develop 
designs and ideas for the building. Below: 
Drawing on the dining table.



FIG.5-20. Images of the dining table 
photographed from above, showing 
setting the table, the meal with members 
of the church congregations and 
designing afterwards.
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FIG.21. Following Page: Drawings on the 
table runner on the dining table.
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Drawing from hobby approaches

The design approach responds to the uncertain needs of the church’s 
related activities, and draws from that developed in the design and 
realisation of the elements of hobby furniture and agencies. The 
designs propose an incremental approach to refurbishment, with 
key elements supporting specific activity in order to build up a series 
of programmes within the building. This approach derives from the 
distinction of envelope and inhabitation explored in the hobby surveys, 
proposing to leave the building’s structure and envelope unaltered, 
and instead supporting appropriation through the introduction of 
elements that support specific use. By focussing on specific activity 
and its needs and potentials of occupation, supported by temporary 
interventions, a variety of uses can be tested before being developed 
and further established through the construction of semi-permanent 
facilities.

The process of developing an overall strategy was approached loosely, 
aiming to avoid the rigidity and determinism of previous proposals 
that sought to redevelop the building in a single project, but with a 
recognition that establishing a rough zoning would inform and guide 
the process of realising specific interventions. The proposals frame 
potential areas of intervention to give confidence to Phil and members 
of the congregation that successive interventions will work together, 
locating the introduction of some key services, including toilets and 
kitchen facilities, while leaving other areas open to host unintended 
activities. It is intended that by designating spaces of flexibility and 
specificity the resulting relationships between these interventions will 
prove complimentary. 

To achieve this balance between flexibility and specificity, the design 
focusses on the development of light-touch elements of furniture that 
enable particular activities, while resisting making permanent changes 

working on the designs I also spent time tinkering within the church, 
moving furniture to test the scale of proposed interventions and to form 
smaller zones for particular activities, within the overall scope of the 
church building.

The use of the table for the meal and then designing - both facilitated 
by the presence of the table runner, marked a shift from its existence as 
a personal reflective artefact into an activist tool and one of architectural 
production, enabling collaboration through conversation and drawings 
that inform the process of design. This adaption of the table represents 
the development of my own practices from a private, reflective, 
critical practice to a public means of collaborative work, situated and 
grounded in everyday contexts of occupation. The development of the 
dining table as a drawing table - a tool synonymous with the practice 
of architecture - echoes the shifting of my latter practices towards a 
more recognisable model of architectural practice, yet while doing so its 
operation as a social and discursive site maintains my in-situ approach, 
and the intersection of these practice with my social position and 
activities, and connections to other residents.
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Sanctuary project

The initial proposal within this strategy was for a semi-permanent timber 
structure which could be enclosed with fabric, positioned within the 
sanctuary space of the church, from which the traditional alter and choir 
stalls have been removed. This element offers a habitable space that 
can be heated and lit. As well as offering enclosure, the structure can 
be opened up to allow the continued use of the sanctuary as a stage 
for the nave. The form of this timber structure drew from two particular 
influences, firstly the concept of re-introducing the traditional rood 
screen, an ornate timber screen that typically separates the sanctuary 
and nave, re-interpreting it as an open space, accessible to the 
congregation for gatherings. The design of the timber structure, while 
functional, as also intended to appear somewhat decorative in its form 
and complexity. 

The second is the softwood detailing of Erskine’s Byker redevelopment 
designs, which I explored in the hobby furniture designs and 
constructions. There are three church buildings in the redevelopment 
area which pre-date Erskine’s work. Along with St Michael’s, there is St 
Lawrence’s, a catholic church to the very east of the Wall, and Byker 
Presbyterian Church, on the corner of Raby Street and Gordon Road. 
Both St Lawrence and Byker Presbyterian were originally built into the 
terraced houses, with no adjoining churchyards. In their plan for the 
redevelopment, Erskine’s office maintained this condition, designing 
the housing up against the churches, such that they are knitted into the 
urban layout. However, the perimeter wall of St Michael’s churchyard 
holds the brightly coloured redevelopment houses at bay, different to 
the embedded quality of the other churches. By evoking the timber 
redevelopment details with the church interventions, the intention is to 
establish a stronger connection, visually at first, between the church 
building and the surrounding neighbourhood, physically echoing the 
church’s ambition to open up the building to the local community.

The design of the structure draws from the simplicity behind Byker’s 
softwood details and aims to minimise the number of complex timber 
joints and angled cuts by forming joints from overlapping timber 
sections, bolted together. Each column is comprised of 4 sections of 
timber through which the joists run, enabling the intersecting joints. 
This approach gives the structure an appearance of complexity, arising 
from the use a timber sections to create columns and beams, but this 
complexity also gives the structure a decorative appearance, much in 
the way that occurs across Byker .

to the structure of the building. This approach draws inspiration from 
the existing distinction between the building’s structure and elements 
of decorative dark timber panelling, such as the pulpit and font. 
Considering envelope and furniture as individual but complimentary 
elements resists precluding the possibility of unanticipated alternatives 
as the space gets re-inhabited providing an enabling platform and 
approach for the introduction of the everyday practices of users, and 
their own agency for realising ideas and projects.

FIG.22. Following Page: St Michael’s site 
plan.
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FIG.23-27. Top: Plan of St Michael’s 
church showing the structure positioned 
in the sanctuary. Above: Sections through 
St Michael’s church building. Right: 
Images of the timber structure designed 
for the sanctuary space to provide and 
enclosure within the church building.
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After attending a Sunday morning service at the church’s space 
at Raby Cross, I pinned up a number of drawings of the proposed 
sanctuary space, and talked through the plans with members of the 
congregation.15 Off the back of these discussions, I made a number 
of changes to the designs before developing the details in anticipation 
of construction. I was aided by Artem Holstov, a structural engineer 
and Ph.D colleague, who helped me work through the structural 
implications of the design, offering advice that the step up in scale 
necessitated. Subsequently, the designs have progressed through 
further conversations with a number of experts, including a local 
quantity surveyor, and the regional Church of England board who 
advise on building changes. 

The intended simplicity of the timber softwood detailing, and my 
previous experience with constructing the elements of hobby furniture, 
initiated the intention to realise the design through a self-build project. 
In turn we began to discuss whether the construction process could 
offer a means for interested individuals to learn new skills. A few years 
ago, the church played host to a successful project which employed a 
similar approach to build a boat, working with a local homeless shelter 
to offer skills training on a drop-in basis. Together, we have contacted 
a number of local skills based and construction charities and social 
enterprises in the area, to find a local group who could deliver the 
project in this way, including local charity Under the Bridge, which runs 
a workshop and undertakes local, small scale, construction projects. 
The designs are in the process of receiving approval from the relevant 
diocese authority from the Church of England, that is responsible for 
the maintenance of its buildings. 

In support of the project, I joined the board of the church’s charity, 
Byker Aspire, which also oversees the organisation of the Byker 
Community Gardens, in order to participate in the discussions around 
the ongoing use of the church building and the activity of the charity, 
and expand my role as a citizen, connecting into organisations that play 
a role in shaping and inhabiting Byker’s public space.

Ongoing interventions

While the designs for the sanctuary space were being developed, 
drawn, and discussed, Phil purchased a large marquee tent which was 
erected within the nave of the church to host meetings and events. 
It has proved successful in allowing the church to use the building 
for more activities than was previously possible. The church has 
subsequently played host to a wedding reception, an ice rink, skate 
ramps, a Christmas nativity, and more, continuing to utilise the flexibility 
of the building to remain responsive to ideas, opportunities and need. 
These activities echo many of the patterns of inhabitation observed 
in the hobby surveys, of space appropriated by the deployment of 
specific furniture and equipment, shifting, adapting and altering space 
framed by architecture, drawing on the agency of users to perpetuate 
cycles of spatial production and reproduction within which the citizen 
architect participates as a collaborator.

15. Field Notes. No.2. Date: 19.10.2014
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Rather than one clearly defined project, the conversations, designs, 
drawings and interventions have initiated an incremental and open 
ended process whereby redevelopment of the church building is 
realised through a mixture of social activities, temporary interventions 
and more permanent constructions. Accordingly, the open-endedness 
of the project that weaves design, occupation, social activity and 
construction together to realise spatial interventions and support the 
social practices that enable them, retains the possibilities of the citizen 
architect with their broadened focus on practices of occupation and 
social structures and relations.

Operating with a defined client with a partially formed brief and with a 
legitimised position from which to share spatial expertise, the project 
at St Michael’s has enabled me to take up a position that is closer 
to professional practices. However I have remained an amateur, and 
continue to develop and deploy the situated approaches and tools that 
enabled and informed my role as an amateur and citizen practitioner.

FIG.28. A layout view of St Michael’s 
showing areas of intervention that 
provide key services while leaving 
the main areas of the building free for 
appropriation.
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Concluding thoughts and future trajectories

These two aspects of my ongoing practices in Byker reflect the 
alteration and development of my position and approach as an amateur 
in response to the marginal position and lack of agency the status of an 
amateur confers. In the first case, agency is drawn from the potential 
for the amateur to provide an oppositional voice that challenges expert 
approaches, and as an citizen, seeks to holds authorities to some 
account. In the second, the amateur takes up an approach that follows 
a more professional model, working with the desires of distinct clients 
and in response to a brief, yet as an amateur they maintain a local 
connection and pursue a relational approach that incorporates social 
as well as spatial interventions. These two approaches, though distinct 
in their nature and potential, are both enabled by my operation as both 
expert and non-expert, and the ability of the amateur to pursue spatial 
operations across the professional divide between architect and user. 
Thus their practices, across a range of contexts, intersecting with 
citizenship or otherwise, can be seen to be of value to understanding 
modes of spatial production that enable a collaborative way of working 
with those outside the profession and to acknowledge the possibilities 
opened up by the agency of other spatial producers.

Having brought attention to the possibilities of amateur practices, 
and built a case for their operations in the production of the built 
environment as legitimised spatial practices, I propose further focus 
on the rich potential within amateur practice. To explore these themes 
further, I propose broadening these investigations to incorporate a wider 
range of ‘amateur’ practices in order to build up a picture of differing 
approaches. Such an investigation could trace the work of number 
of different architectural amateurs: DIY producers, maintenance staff, 
residents, architectural practitioners operating outside of the profession 
and those responsible for managing areas of the built environment, to 
explore the distinct and intersecting practices of use, occupation and 
adaption that are pursued by these amateurs, and how these varied 
actors intersect with dominant institutions of spatial production.

Operating out of varied and intersecting identities, rather than a 
singular professional personae, further work on how the different social 
positions of the amateur confer agency and spatial potential would 
prove valuable in understanding the distinct possibilities of amateur 
practice. In this thesis I have shown the value of approaching spatial 
production from the point of view of a resident’s inhabitation and 
citizen’s civic engagement, working to support spatial ownership and 
appropriation of local neighbourhoods and build relational networks 
of citizenship, however other starting points and contexts for the 
deployment of spatial knowledge would offer distinct interdisciplinary 
opportunities for amateur practice. Such an approach would develop 
Markus Miessen’s proposition for the potential of amateur practice 
to challenge professional operations while augmenting them through 
non-codified ‘outside’ knowledge, viewpoints and methodologies.16 
In a twenty-first century context of accessible information and tools 
of production, allied with flexible and personal modes of working, the 
potential of the amateur is rich and alive with possibility.

FIG.29. Opposite Page: The Wall at Dalton 
Crescent undergoing refurbishment. 
My ongoing practices in Byker 
intersect with the BCTs programme of 
redevelopment to enable residents to 
participate in this process.

16. Miessen, M., 2010. The Nightmare of 
Participation: Crossbench Praxis as a Mode of 
Criticality. Berlin: Sternberg Press.
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