Defining space

Devotees of television’s long-running Star Trek odysseys know that space is the final frontier.
While architects may not have much to do with outer space, interior space and the spaces
between buildings are generally considered our stock-in-trade. And the notion of space has
been invoked frequently in twentieth- and twenty-first century polemics claiming new
architectural frontiers. Avant gardes from early Moderns to advocates of digital design have
sought to claim the invention of radical new kinds of space. In less strident terms, qualities
of space are also invoked by architectural critics - on television, radio and in the press —in
their judgements of quality in architecture (to return to the theme of arq 11/3+4). Yet we
suspect that few contemporary critics or architects would claim more than a loose
understanding of the ideas bound up in the concept of space.

Following a historical survey of the word’s usage, Adrian Forty suggests in his book Words
and Buildings that architects and others tend to confuse two different appreciations of space:
as a mental concept for understanding the world; and as a ‘thing’ which architects can
manipulate.* Such confusions were the motivation for a conference held at University
College Dublin in September 2007, several papers from which appear in this issue of arq.

As Mari Hvattum suggests in her conference review (pp. 206-208), the event did not so much
outline new frontiers in the conception of space as survey existing ones. Unsurprisingly,
despite the optimism of the conference title, no singular definition of space - old or new -
emerged. However the discussions, which are sampled here, offered important insights for
both practitioners and academics in their review of this central but neglected topic.

Peter Mortenbock and Helga Mooshammer explore processes of trade, dispersal and
re-aggregation in informal markets (pp. 347-357). Nishat Awan theorises the role of a
Shaheed Minar sited in an East London park and its role in the life of local communities in
order to raise possibilities for postcolonial space (pp. 263-268). Ben Stringer and Jane
McAllister, through a series of polemical drawings mixing images from air travel and the
domestic realm, ask provocative questions about globalised space (pp. 249-254). Christopher
Pierce looks at how Diller, Scofidio + Renfro manage the representation of built and un-built
spaces in their work. Drawing is also the method by which Claus Peder Pedersen addresses
questions of ambiguity in digital design (pp. 223-230).

Space is always constrained by the vicissitudes of culture, practice and technology.
Acknowledging this, contributions from beyond the conference included here address the
role of regulations in determining design (pp. 213-215), the value of architectural research
to society (pp. 216-222), and environmental conditions in the Crystal Palace (pp. 283-294).

While the invention of new forms of space may remain beyond architects’ grasp, revisiting
conceptions of space and exploring new ways of thinking about it will always remain
fruitful pursuits. They may lack the glamour of outer space and its beguiling fictions, but
they nevertheless have plenty to offer for the design of our more earth-bound environments.

THE EDITORS

1. Adrian Forty, Words and Buildings (London: Thames and Hudson, 2000).
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