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For Dialogue's special issue on critical issues in architectural edu-
cation today, Singapore-London-Istanbul based architect Kay Ngee
Tan interviews Leon Van Schaik, Innovation Professor at the Royal
Melbourne Institute of Technology, renowned for his pioneering
graduate programs at RMIT, and his influence on the architectural
culture of Melbourne, which has helped put on the world stage
Melbourne's successful design-city image.

In this article, Kay Ngee Tan and Leon Van Schaik, bring to the dis-
cussion their rich practical, academic and cultural experiences
across cities and architecture schools in Singapore, the UK,
Australia, and the US, for a stimulating and sophisticated discourse
on past, present and future influences on the inward journey of learn-
ing for the architectural student today.

PRZZY / Kay Ngee Tan

EBRR - NEETZ3E / Professor Leon van Schaik
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Kay Ngee Tan (Kay Ngee) : Perhaps it's to do with my own
experience, or, having been educated in England, and also thinking
about you, moving from South Africa to London to then Australia.
Let's talk about what is the basis of good architecture education,
and especially now.

Professor Leo van Schaik (Leon): What is architectural education?
| mean it really is a very blank question.

| do not believe in a curriculum driven education, a set of transfor-
mative experiences. That's what architectural education is about.
Architectural education is a way for each individual to find their way
to their architecture. It is not something where we know what archi-
tecture is and if you go through these steps you will reach it. It is
something where, in a good school, each student is immediately in a
position where they have to choose and make choices. They have to
begin saying, "okay, | think this is what interests me and | think this
is what | could make an architectural contribution in."

There is a lot of research suggesting that any vibrant culture, cre-
ative culture, is operating between three poles of discourse. It's never,
historically speaking, more than three because it's very difficult to
engage with two other arguments and your own argument at the
same time. Three seems to be about as much as human beings can
handle. If it's less than three it just becomes adversarial. It just be-
comes black and white. If its only one then you have a position of
dominance by somebody and that appears not to be very good for
people who are creative at all.

| think a good school and what we aim for, and I've always aimed for,
is a situation where you can see three possibilities ongoing in the
boundaries of that school. Those three poles may shift over time,
and they do, as each generation repositions them, but it's becoming
aware right from the start that you're not about to turn into some-
thing which has been preordained "Architect.”

The second thing that is absolutely crucial goes back to your thing
about my living in many different countries. Architectural education
is usually taught through the great buildings and while the great build-
ings are important, equally important is every human being's indi-
vidual history in space. That's a side of education that we neglect
seriously in architecture. If there is such a thing as a knowledge that
architects hold in custody for society it is that understanding of how
human beings create their spatial knowledge, how they deploy their
spatial intelligence. It's absolutely crucial because in every dialogue
between an architect and a client you're actually engaging two silent
discourses- the client's history in space, your history in space, and
the architectural proposal. My belief about an architectural educa-
tion is that the student starts at the beginning, choosing between
positions within architecture but also must carry out what is almost a
psycho-analytic in-depth examination of their own history in space
so that they know how their preferences have been formed.

Kay Ngee: But this approach may not work for certain less fortunate
students. Let's say students from Singapore, who have been brought

up in a small environment, like a HDB flat.

Is there a learning process that you actually have to unlearn what
you learnt? I'm trying to see whether you can do the reverse.

Leon: You can, but first of all don't underestimate what happens in

an HDB flat. You're still being born into this world as a child. You're
learning (knocking) about texture, about touch and feel, about sound
of space, about all of these things. It is an amazing learning process
which rapidly disappears into the unconscious because the whole
human system is one where everything becomes automatic so you
can focus on what the task at hand is.

Now, a child being born into an HDB flat is going through all of those
experiences. The play, finding out about texture is not just in a flat,
but in a city. The richness of what's available, even as you show in
your own columns is not confined to an HDB flat. Even within those
confines there are wonderful spatial things happening which we lose.
We surface them again on holiday. All of the works of architecture
that have moved me have been places that you walk into and your
shoulders go back and you go "ah." Somehow that architecture has
found a way of creating a space that puts you back in touch with that
knowledge that you've developed, everything that you've developed.

Kay Ngee: It is how one expresses oneself. | think what you say
about the spatial experiences is also to do with the inborn sensitivi-
ties to spaces.

Leon: Which is both inborn but then unfolds like language in a real
place. It's those two things coming together. Now the problem with
architecture, as a curriculum driven education, is that architecture is
defined as a profession in the 1840's around the construction industry.
That notion of the master builder is a problem for architecture be-
cause it is not a knowledge body that architects can claim to have
custody of. Engineers have it, builders have it, every do-it-yourself
merchant has it, and the profession, | believe, has failed to under-
stand that the fundamental thing that an architect can provide is good
space, good spatiality.

So the history of every student in space is a treasure and it should be
treasured by that student in particular, but it should also be recog-
nized and encouraged as something overtly studied by schools.

Kay Ngee: Can you define the three elements? You say, one of them
can be technology. What are the other two?

Leon: Well, let me step back one move from that. The argument
about the three poles is something which comes from exhaustive
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studies of human knowledge...Randal Collins in particular. It's foot-
noted in the book (Mastering Architecture). He for example has stud-
ied the sociology-philosophy, both East and West, the oldest body of
recorded human knowledge. He finds in every period where there’s
been fruitful creative transformation, intellectual change, it is because
there is a powerful argument going on between three positions; one
of the things that’s been known about architecture for a very long
time.

So those three positions sit in the background. Currently the technol-
ogy one; some of the most interesting people are involved in environ-
mental and sustainable design. That's their emphasis in that area and
how these things are expressed each time is something that evolves.

The tragedy for architecture and for most architectural discourse is
that modernism was so badly understood by architecture. Modernism
was seen as "the one true path" and there was a complete stool of
other ways of doing things. It was a very destructive period in
architecture.

Kay Ngee: Well just by diverting slightly, it's interesting because |
was thinking about Otto Wagner his architecture is never pure aes-
thetic and Joseph Hoffman of that period. Somehow they were over-
shadowed but isn't it...Miesian esthetic is so "in" these days there is a
danger of people, of architects simply follow the trend.

Leon: This comes to the second question really, but one of the other
problems that we inherit from modernism is a look which is washed
over everything everywhere and modernism decayed into that very
rapidly.

Kay Ngee: It actually hasn't enriched the language of modern
architecture.

Leon: Architecture is the intersection between personal histories in
space and the cannon however expressed. The local culture and how
it forms itself is the crucial part about what's interesting in architecture.
Ideas form and they flow around the world in a rapid rate of knots.
This is what is now known as aortic resonance.

One of the great teachers of architecture is the city; the city that you're
in and the history of the cities that you've experienced. | very much
like Eric Hobsbawm description of himself as a Bratislava-Viennese-
Hampstead-New Yorker. All of us, if we're lucky, build up a history like
that and you know the really lucky students that we get today, be-
cause we get students all over the world which is so exciting...

Kay Ngee: What is the percentage of Australian versus foreign
students?

Leon: It's round-about sixty percent Australian and forty percent
foreign, but they come from Norway, they come from Germany, they
come from every part of Asia, they come from Mexico. When | came
to RMIT | took the decision to take in foreign students, there had al-
ways been one or two on account of continuation of the Columbo
Plan but | took the decision to open the doors to anyone who came
from around the world.

It's been building, first of all we get mainly from the English speaking
parts of Asia, but its now not only that part of the world but also the
non-English speaking parts of Asia and of course more and more
Europeans and Americans. Now, a student today will typically be in a

class with people who have had a totally different history in space
and they can learn so much from that. | also want people who come
from oversees to understand, that one of the things they are doing is
they're adding Melbourne to one of their lists of cites that belongs to
them in that way. They need to really engage the city, its galleries, it's
cultural expressions and take everything they can from that and add
it to their portfolio of spatial experiences.

Kay Ngee: Very much like my experience in London meeting people
from Iceland, Germany, Japan, and you learn as much from the
teacher as much as the students themselves. After the training you've
had in that school you still extend yourself to these places because
you're still in touch with these people.

Leon: What happened to me at the age of fourteen being taken out
of one system, which of course | believed to be the world in its en-
tirety ... when | was taken from that situation to England, | discovered
that | was not English and that the English had constructed an en-
tirely different spatial realm. The difference was so powerful that you
can begin to get your feelers underneath the edge of their spatial
system. That is a breakthrough moment for a student in architecture,
when you begin to see how different societies build different spatial
constructs.

In some ways that comes to your question- "is there a Western-mode
to architectural education?" I'm sure the answer is yes and that eighty
percent of the architecture schools in the world follow that curriculum
basis which is definitely a bad western model.

Kay Ngee: The reason that | ask that question is that in the East
there used to be a sort of workshop, atelier system. If you were to
learn architecture, let's say in China, you learn from the master in the
workshop. That tradition seems to have completely died. If someone
were to do Chinese architecture it's either copying an old temple or
mimicking ancient architecture. That is for me termination of devel-
opment of Chinese architecture. The way of teaching Chinese archi-
tecture is no longer there, so | start to think because of, if you were to
have architecture education these days it means automatically you
have to learn about all the movement. You have to learn about the
Renaissance and all that. It definitely gives you the sort of like frame-
work as a basis that you work on. That is very hard to shake away of,
even if you question this basis and also culturally you become boring
because you look at China. They don't do things that they should do.
They just adopt Western Architecture. That's why | ask you a trick
question. I've been thinking if there is another way of teaching archi-
tecture that really relates to, the place and the culture. | mean maybe
there's no answer to it because it's just a fantasy.

Leon: Well | don't think it is. | mean isn't that what we've been talking
about? If people seriously study their own histories in space and are
subjected to an architectural education that is simply absorbing the
canon which is fundamentally western, then a different kind of archi-
tectural approach should emerge. | agree with everything you say
about what's happened in Chinese architectural education, not that it
was very different from the West, | mean the West was also Atelier
based until the 1840's...

If you go around the world you'll come to know them and you'll see a
bad Kurokawa which arrived by fax. There's an I.M. Pei, |.M. Pei came
to Australia didn't get beyond Sydney didn't even reach Melbourne
but we have one of his buildings.
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That kind of notion of architecture being something that you can buy
off the shelf has plagued Singapore and plagues all cities that do this
kind of thing. It certainly doesn't hurt to have a few buildings which
are from another culture, but unless you are really strongly support-
ing the architectural culture of a city you've got nothing.

Kay Ngee: To inspire students in a way of teaching you mention
sounds very labor intensive. | know that some schools like in Venice
they have, or Milan or especially Italian architecture school they teach
the class in the hundreds. In your school do you find the sort of like,
one to one, more intimate tutorial a must or an important factor of
teaching? Only by talking closely to the student can you then under-
stand analyze and also explain the intention back to the student? So
is that part of education, like having one to one experiences?

Leon: Well, we said earlier it's student and student having a critical
relationship within a critical framework. I'm sure that's what happens
in those schools with thousands of students. In our more privileged
situation such as the Architectural Association what is a one to one
between staff and student that gets replicated. What's missing though
is a framework which takes seriously spatial intelligence.

A certain amount of one on one is good, too much is bad. It becomes
a dependency and it can in fact stunt the growth of the student. Far
better is when a student group gets together and starts to rebel, to
question "why?" Very often they drive that through each other. There's
a wonderful story that Pilar Gonzales Pereis told me about what hap-
pened when Franco, overnight, multiplied the numbers of students in
the universities in Spain. What happened was that the few students
who could get into the lectures would come out and the other stu-
dents who were waiting outside would grab them and say "what did
they say, what did they say, they couldn't have said that, could they
have said that?" Then they went off to the cafes and they'd have the
books and they argued. That's almost the kind of idealized architec-
tural moment.

Kay Ngee: Okay, | think we spoke about the history of architecture
and all that. I'd like to hear your experience of starting RMIT and
what sort of problem did you encounter? Do you see the school as
part of the same system as the AA and the Bartlett? Inevitably you
come from the AA and you have a very similar type of background to
some of this type of school. How do you see RMIT in the same or
different to these schools?

Leon: The first thing is | didn't start the school at RMIT. It's a hundred
years old. It was started in 1887 it's nearly one-hundred fifty years
old actually, and it's had various periods of quality like the AA. There
have been periods when it's been powerful and periods when it's not.
It's always been good when there's been a really good practitioner
leading it. In the Edwardian Period, it was really good. It was fantastic,
arts and crafts movement architects leading the school at that period.
In many ways the RMIT chose me because they agreed with my ar-
chitectural philosophy. They imported me.

Kay Ngee: | also have that question in my mind always about Ameri-
can Education system and also the wordiness of it. Do you think it is
more to do with the American intellectual environment? They believe
a lot in the tradition of talking like, similar to Italian in a way.

Leon: | don't know what it is but somewhere in the tenure system or
something, it requires people to perform in a certain kind of pseudo-

scholarly manner in order to have a job at all. RMIT is one of the
handful of schools in the world and | think the AA is one, Westminster
is one, the Bartlett is one and Sci-Arc is one where we have the unit
system, the multiple levels of students in one unit and the practitio-
ner-academic.

When you arrived as a student at the AA you had to pick between
Mark Fisher, a kind of mad technology, that old guy from Oregon and
it was all White Architecture, White Box Architecture, or Graeme Shane
and the way out for me, urban systems. So first year student-urban
systems, mad technology or white architecture? You look at that af-
terward and you go "my God what did | miss?" Well, even though you
were doing mad technology, or looking at the white architecture, and
you were looking at Graeme Shane's lot and you were "what do they
do?" the learning that came from that was just extraordinary.

| don't think we relate to the United States schools very well at all
these days because so few of them have this kind of sensibility. Many
of them are consumed by this theory mania. The question about how
we relate to Asia | think is fundamentally through our students.

Kay Ngee: So speaking about Asia through the students...

Leon: | mean we run very successful urban investigations in Tokyo,
in Taipei, we did a very good one in Kuala Lumpur.

We benefit enormously from Asia because of the richness that it brings
to the education in the school fundamentally because the students
are exposed to Asia, and they are exposed to Australians, and Mexi-
cans and what have you.

Kay Ngee: There has been this strong urge to want to have a good
architectural school in Asia and there isn't one. The closest to getting
one is actually RMIT. | don't know how Australian would define them-
selves whether they are part of Asia or not. Is it good opportunity for
RMIT to actually take on the Asian identity? Because we have quite a
huge number of Asian student and all that, is there possibility that we
can say in the near future that "oh we are so proud of RMIT because
it's the best school in Asia." ? I'm pushing the boundary a bit | know.

Leon: It has to be city based. The problems that | observe with the
NUS for example are not that it is not in Asia but that it is "kow tow-
ing" endlessly to the stars. Now the first thing that | did when | went to
RMIT is to stop what was called the International Series. They used
to put all of their money into bringing famous overseas architects to
lecture to a thousand people in a hall and | said "how many of you
have been invited back?" and they said "not one" so | said "when
they invite us as often as we invite them then we can start this again
but I'm sorry this is not what an architectural education is about. It is
not worshiping distantly at the feet of Richard Rogers, Norman Fos-
ter Bernard Tschumi you name it."

If there was something that RMIT could offer in Asia it's that model of
how education doesn't stop after five years. All the research indicates it
takes about ten years to create a body of work that demonstrates mastery.
Having done that what is the nature of that Mastery? For each individual
it will be different, building on that, a leap, and then another ten years,
then you have to reassess, another platform. The great architects, they
do that. They work and work and then they assess, work and work asses,
and leap again and they don't stand still.

This interview was held in Singapore on 17 June 2006.
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