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Tectonics, the poetics of technology

Interior Architecture is a part of a larger group of profession-
als referred to by Tony Fretton [Chair of Architectural and In-
terior Design, Technical University of Delft, the Netherlands] 
as “The Interiorists” which primarily comprise of: Interior 
designers, interior decorators, interior architects, exhibition 
designers, lighting designers, stage designers and architects.
Although part of a relatively new “Interioreist” movement In-
terior Architecture has strived for a recognized identity and 
method of approach whilst creating successful spatial solu-
tions to a brief.

“Interiors are the transformation of a building - from distant, 
gleaming object into a rich experience of spaces, resonances, 
light.  The interior is where a building embraces a person”. 
(1) Rebekah Hieronymus, Int. Architecture, Foster+Partners

Interior Architecture is the structural manipulation of an ex-
isting building whilst engaging with its structural DNA, history, 
context, orientation and proposed programme. There are a 
number of architectural approaches and a variety of skills to 
facilitate these structural & spatial changes.

Interior Architecture employs three systems or strategies,
“The three types of strategy are classified according to the inti-
macy of the relationship between the old and the new. If the ex-
isting building is so transformed that it can no longer viably exist 
independently and the nature of the remodelling is such that the 
old and new are completely intertwined, then the system is Inter-
vention. If a new autonomous element, the dimensions of which 
are completely dictated by those of the existing, that is, it is 
built to fit, is placed within the confines of the existing, then the 
system is Insertion. The final system, that of installation includes 
examples in which the old and the new exist independently. The 
new elements are placed within the boundaries of the building. 
The design or the grouping of these elements may be influenced 
by the existing, but the fit is not exact and should the elements 
be removed then the building would revert to its original state”. 
(2) Graeme Brooker& Sally Stone, Rereadings, RIBA Enter-
prises Ltd, 2004  

These systems depend on the architect’s analytical ability with 
which to make sense of the host building’s structural, histori-
cal and contextual information. This information is not unlike 

human DNA in that it dictates character, build and physical 
ability.
“If you can write DNA, you’re no longer limited to ‘what is’ but 
to what you could make”.
(3) Drew Endy MIT. Ph.D. Assistant Professor, Biological En-
gineering Division

Like people, buildings have a comparable make-up in that they 
have human like similarities such as; a core structure, me-
chanical and electrical engineering and a protective surface. 
It is the combination of these elements set out in structural 
blueprints or DNA Profiles that dictates whether a building 
is for example; squat, tall, slim, supple or even muscular. The 
profile will also denote the structures longevity or whether it 
becomes ill.

These original architectural pro-
files not only inform the buildings 
physical characteristics, but also 
play a key role in developing indi-
vidual personalities (externally and 
internally). Buildings do appear for 
example smug, sad, shy, arrogant 
or even flirtatious.  It is through 
DNA led tectonics witch exploits 
these human like characteristics 
that buildings can be radically re-
modelled.

“even when objects don’t look anything like people, we can find it 
easy to imagine what kind of human characters they might have, 
so refined is our skill at detecting parallels in human beings in 
form, textures and colours that we can interpret a character from 
the humblest shape”
(4) Allan de Botten, The Architecture of Happiness, Penguin 
books, 2006

It is this ability to decode a building’s makeup which under-
pins the architect’s choice of system from which to remodel 
an existing structure successfully. It is therefore essential that 
architects and designers learn the skills required to analyse 
and explore structural DNA as soon as possible. Uncovering 
the DNA can prove complicated; therefore it is split into 4 
key analytical strands; the composition and form of the host 



building (strand 1), the historical and functional factors(strand 
2), the buildings context and environment(strand 3), and fi-
nally the building’s future function(strand 4). 

In order to understand the buildings DNA clearer, design-
ers are encouraged to firstly, analyse the building’s structure 
[analytical strand 1] by modelling the building digitally [2] [Us-
ing the latest CAD Package] and physically [Using traditional 
methods such as card and timber]. Appendix1
Exploring: 
- Exterior and interior dimensions
- Column grid spacing, floor and ceiling heights
- Location and dimensions of exterior and interior  
 openings
- Location of interior bearing and non-bearing parti 
 tions
- Composition of structural frame, floor, ceiling and  
 roof systems
- Composition of exterior walls and interior parti 
 tions
- Survey of vertical transportation systems
- Survey of capacity of floors & roof 
- Orientation

The Historical and functional factors [analytical strand 2] are 
often overlooked, however it is these factors that directly 
contribute to the building’s initial design and use. Explora-
tion of the materials, and construction techniques used can 
determine the approach regarding the redesign, whilst re-
maining sympathetic to the existing architecture. Material and 
construction methods are only part of this analytical strand. 
Equally important to considering the host building’s past is to 
understand how the building functioned in terms of the circu-
lation, services and spatial hierarchy [3] which are also woven 
within the fabric of the analytical strand 2.

“Architecture has its own realm. It has a special physical relation-
ship with life. I do not think of it primarily as either a message 
or a symbol, but as an envelope and background for life, which 
goes on, in and around it, a sensitive container for the rhythm 
of footsteps on the floor, for the concentration of work, for the 
silence of sleep” 
(4) Zumthor, Peter, Thinking Architecture, Boston: Basel, 
1999

  [1]               

   [2]

[3]

The structure’s context and environment [analytical strand 
3] play a key role in the building’s makeup and continues to 
play a major part when creating a new design solution for a 
building’s re-use. Considering and questioning the relation-
ship established with adjacent structures, public spaces, the 
natural elements and landscape help establish a clearer rep-
resentation of the structure to be remodelled. How does the 
structure engage with the street, the city and the areas de-
mographic? How has the site and its orientation influenced 
the original design?  



[4]

The future function intended for the host building [analytical 
strand 4] has an enormous impact on the redesign. Program-
matic requirements of a new function require exploration to 
ensure compatibility. 
• Impact of the proposed schedule of accommoda 
 tion 
• meaning of the Spatial hierarchy
• Is manipulation of host buildings DNA required
• What impact with M&E have
• What does the building want to be? Is the project a 
‘ new build’ or has it history to tell? Should this influ 
 ence our design solutions?
• Who designed the building originally and for what  
 use.
• What does a hotel [for example] need to be? How  
 does this relate to the host building? How can you  
 address this hotel’s design in ingenious and unex 
 pected ways?
• How does the context influence your decisions?
• Do our spaces represent a cross-section of our soci 
 ety of recent years? Some are born of tastes already  
 formed, others suggest using space in the way we  
 normally find in the home; some seem to date  
 further back, others still need to find their place in  
 the grand scheme of things (socially speaking). But  
 they all reflect the lives of the people frequenting  
 them, who have decreed their success or failure ac 
 cording to their virtues or weakness, who have posi 
 tioned them in the spaces or urban life as an oases  
 and sanctuary, as small monuments of everyday life.
• How does material and light manipulate the internal  
 &external space?
• How do you move between spaces [circulation]
• How will the proposed design react with the mate 
 rial of  the host building
• How do the surrounding materials influence your  
 responses?
• What are the spatial challenges posed by a brief?
• What are the challenges posed by the Site and  
 neighbourhood?
• How does the architecture change as it moves from  
 day to night?

Teaching construction in the new digital era is an exciting pro-
cess where a balance between utility and the designer’s phi-
losophy can be achieved. 
Due to the evolution of computers and in particular 3d mod-
elling, architecture has been revolutionised with regard to 
exploration of an architectural philosophy and the resulting 
aesthetic. In an environment where all seems possible, the 
designer can digitally create all manner of forms and experi-
mental structures whilst exploring the latest materials and 
technology. [5, 6]

[5]

[6]

DNA led tectonics and the ability to facilitate the interior ar-
chitecture designed are vital to cohesive and successful archi-
tectural solutions. Understanding and Appreciating the funda-
mentals of detail design in regards Architecture and Interior 
Architecture is without  doubt important, it is not until the 
architectural elements are brought together through sensi-
tive detailing [junctions and service Interfaces for example] 
that a design becomes wholly believable and creditable. All 
the Architectural greats (Past and Present) understood the 
importance of quality informed detailing. It is clear therefore 
that a fundamental grasp of the host building’s characteris-
tics and its DNA profile woven together with the manipula-
tion of horizontal or vertical surfaces, architectural furniture, 
construction materials, connection techniques, specification 
methods, service interface & finishes contribute to the suc-
cess of a remodelling project. 

Interior Architecture is a stimulating and relatively new ap-



proach to dealing with existing buildings. Especially important 
as the construction industry struggles to justify the impact it 
has on the environment considering the building industry in 
the UK alone is currently responsible for 70 million tonnes of 
construction and demolition waste every year and most of it 
is sent to landfill.
Recycling or remodelling buildings can be a thrilling, dynamic 
way to breathe new life into our tired and strained cities. 
However to successfully recycle buildings, it is essential to 
engage with the architectural DNA, which in turn will inform 
the structure’s evolutional design path

[7]
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